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ABSTRACT 
SYSTEMIC EDUCATIONAL REFORM IN MASSACHUSETTS: TEACHER 
PERSPECTIVES ON STANDARDS, ASSESSMENT AND SCHOOL BASED 
DECISION MAKING IN UNDERPERFORMING SCHOOLS 
MAY 2006 
CARYN M. McCROHON, B.S., WORCESTER STATE COLLEGE 
M.Ed., CAMBRIDGE COLLEGE 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Professor Kathryn McDermott 
The Massachusetts Education Reform Act (MERA), which impacts most aspects of 
K-12 education in the Commonwealth, was officially signed into law in June of 1993. 
This systemic Act called for changes in funding, curriculum, school governance, teacher 
licensure, time on learning, as well as district, local and individual accountability. After 
over a decade of reform there are schools that have not been able to increase academic 
achievement as measured by the state assessment system. The populations affected most 
are minority and socio-economic disadvantaged students. If unable to boost academic 
achievement these low performing schools face sanctions, such as restructuring and state 
takeover. The purpose of this study is to examine public school elementary teachers 
about their implementation of, perceptions, and attitudes towards MERA. Specifically, it 
focuses on curriculum, assessment, and school based decision-making within low 
performing schools. Qualitative research methods are used in this study. The major data 
source are interviews with teachers focusing on curriculum, assessment and school-based 
decision-making. Grounded Theory methods developed by Strauss and Corbin (1998) 
are employed to manage and analyze data. The study examines how key pieces of reform 
vi 
efforts are implemented in schools that are struggling increase the academic performance 
of students. Analysis shows that some components of the reform effort are not 
implemented adequately and may explain low academic achievement in the schools 
under examination. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
Over the past twelve years public education in Massachusetts has undergone 
extensive changes at the K-12 level. It is the first time the State Department of Education 
(DOE) has attempted to reform its education system as a whole. This systemic venture 
has fundamentally changed almost all aspects of the public educational system in the 
Commonwealth. The purpose of this study is to examine public school elementary 
teachers beliefs and perceptions about the implementation of this complex endeavor. 
Specifically, this research will focus on teachers working in schools that have been 
determined by the DOE as low performing or underperforming. By examining the 
impact of this education policy on the people at the core of the educational process, this 
study will contribute to an understanding of how certain components of MERA have 
been implemented in schools that are not reaching benchmarks determined by the DOE. 
The results of this study are based on interviews with fourteen teachers who work 
in low or underperforming schools in the Commonwealth. The study focuses on three 
aspects of the reform effort: (a) the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks, (b) the state 
accountability system, and (c) Local School Councils. These three aspects of the reform 
effort relate directly to the work of the teacher. This study does not examine teacher 
pedagogy or teaching methods; rather, it focuses on how the components of reform listed 
above are implemented and used in teachers attempts to increase academic achievement. 
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Massachusetts Education Reform Act of 1993 
The Massachusetts Education Reform Act (MERA), which impacts most aspects 
of K-12 education in the Commonwealth, was officially signed into law in June of 1993. 
This systemic Act called for changes in funding, curriculum, school governance, teacher 
licensure, and time on learning, as well as district, local and individual accountability. 
The next section of this chapter describes the history of MERA s enactment. Subsequent 
sections will address four of the major components of MERA: (a) finance, (b) academic 
standards, (c) accountability, and (d) school councils. 
The study under investigation, however, will focus specifically on academic 
standards, accountability and school councils. While many components of MERA affect 
teachers, these three aspects directly relate to teachers and their work in the classroom. 
Teacher beliefs and perspectives will provide an understanding how the education policy 
set forth by MERA is being implemented at the educational core. 
A Brief History 
On March 2, 1780 the Constitution of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
came into effect. The document, the oldest still-governing written constitution of any 
state or country in the world, lays out the basic laws of government and the rights of 
citizens in the Commonwealth. Part II, Chapter V, Section II communicates the framers 
ideas on the issue of education. It is titled The Encouragement of Literature and states: 
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Wisdom, and knowledge, as well as virtue, diffused generally among the body 
of the people, being necessary for the preservation of their rights and liberties; 
and as these depend on spreading the opportunities and advantages of education 
in the various parts of the country, and among the different orders of the people, 
it shall be the duty of the magistrates, in all future periods of this commonwealth, 
to cherish the interests of literature and the sciences, and all seminaries of them; 
especially the university at Cambridge, public schools, grammar schools in the 
towns; to encourage private societies and public institutions, rewards and 
immunities, for the promotion of agriculture, arts, sciences, commerce, trades, 
manufacturers, and a natural history of the country; to countenance and 
inculcate the principles of humanity and general benevolence, public and private 
charity, industry and frugality, honesty and punctuality in their dealings; sincerity, 
good humor, and all social affections, and generous sentiments among the people. 
Although written over two centuries ago, this section of the constitution was the linchpin 
for promoting far-reaching changes in public education in Massachusetts. 
On June 15, 1993, the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court stated the state had 
failed to fulfill its duty to provide them [plaintiffs] an education as mandated by the 
constitution 415 Mass. 545; 615 N.E.2d 516 (p.30). The case, known as McDuffy v. 
Secretary of the Executive Office of Education, et, al. has its roots in 1978 when a group 
of citizens sued the state in order to equalize educational opportunity between high 
spending and low spending school districts. The plaintiffs claimed that, through its 
school financing system, the Commonwealth failed to provide them with the opportunity 
to receive an adequate education and was in violation of Part II, Chapter 5, Section II of 
the Constitution of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. The defendants in the case 
argued that the language of the entire section [of the state constitution] is aspirational 
and a noble expression of the high esteem in which the framers held education, but that 
it is not mandatory (p.l 1). 
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The court did not agree and stated: 
We have reviewed at great length the history of public education in Massachusetts 
so that we might glean an understanding of c. 5, sec 2. . . . We have examined the 
intention of the framers. . . . What emerges from this review is that the words are 
not merely aspirational or hortatory, but obligatory. What emerges also is that the 
Commonwealth has a duty to provide an education for all its children, rich and 
poor, in every city and town of the Commonwealth at the public school level, and 
that this duty is designed not only to serve the interests of children, but, more 
fundamentally, to prepare them to participate as free citizens of a free State to 
meet the needs and interests of a republican government, namely the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts, (p.39). 
Essentially, the court concluded that Massachusetts failed to meet its constitutional duty 
to provide an adequate education to all public school students. The decision was based 
on the disparities in educational opportunities (in financial terms) between the state s 
richest and poorest communities. The position the court took was that the funding 
disparities were directly related to educational opportunities. 
In its decision the court articulated broad guidelines to remedy the situation. The 
guidelines set by the court mirrored guidelines set by the Supreme Court of Kentucky in 
its high profile case Rose v. Council of Better Education, Inc., 790 S.W.2d 186, 212 (Ky. 
1989). The Kentucky decision stated that an educated child must possess seven 
capabilities, and the McDuffy decision listed these verbatim as goals for Massachusetts 
schools: 
1. sufficient oral and written communication skills to enable students to 
function in a complex and rapidly changing civilization; 
2. sufficient knowledge of economic, social, and political systems to enable 
students to make informed choices; 
3. sufficient understanding of governmental process to enable students to 
understand the issues that affect his or her community, state, and nation; 
4 
4. sufficient self-knowledge and knowledge of his or her mental and physical 
wellness; 
5. sufficient grounding in the arts to enable each student to appreciate his or 
her cultural and historical heritage; 
6. sufficient training or preparation for advanced training in either academic 
or vocational fields so as to enable each child to choose and pursue life 
work intelligently; and 
7. sufficient level of academic or vocational skills to enable public school 
students to compete favorably with their counterparts in surrounding 
states, in academics or in the job market (p.47). 
This decision in the McDuffy case was widely anticipated by state leaders and legislators, 
as evidenced by the Massachusetts Education Reform Act (MERA), of 1993, which was 
passed by the legislature two weeks prior to the McDuffy decision. The Act called for 
broad reforms and a new funding formula aimed at ensuring adequate education for the 
state s rich and poor children alike. On June 18, 1993 the act was signed into law by then 
Governor William Weld, just days after the McDuffy decision was handed down. 
The Education Reform Act is officially recognized as Chapter 71 of the Acts and 
Resolves of 1993. Section 27 of Chapter 71 defines the mission of the Act. The four 
main components of the mission are as follows: 
1. Each public school classroom provides the conditions for all pupils to 
engage fully in learning as an inherently meaningful and enjoyable activity 
without threats to their sense of security or self-esteem, 
2. A consistent commitment of resources sufficient to provide a high quality 
public education to every child, 
3. A deliberate process for establishing and achieving specific educational 
performance goals for every child, and 
4. An effective mechanism for monitoring progress toward those goals and 
for holding educators accountable for their achievement (M.G.L. 1993, Ch 
71, p.167). 
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There were three primary tools developed to accomplish this mission. The first 
was to set a foundation budget level and increase state aid to towns so that school districts 
could spend at least the foundation amount. Second, there was a series of state 
curriculum frameworks (academic standards) developed that were to inform educators 
what skills and knowledge students are expected to leam at each grade level. Finally an 
assessment system, the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS), 
strictly aligned with the state curriculum frameworks was developed. MCAS is,used to 
evaluate the progress of districts, individual schools, educators and students in meeting 
academic standards within the frameworks. A secondary tool was put in place to help 
manage these changes at the school level. Section 59C of the law calls for the creation of 
school councils. Councils are to have autonomous discretion over such issues as budgets, 
school improvement plans, and the identification of students needs. 
The Finances 
MERA, through the use of a new funding formula, initiated a substantial increase 
in state aid to public school systems in Massachusetts. The funding formula was 
designed to bring all school systems in the Commonwealth to an appropriate foundation 
level by the year 2000. In an April 2001 Policy Report the state announced that this task 
has been successfully completed. The report pointed out that state school funding in 
1993 was $1.3 billion and rose to $2.8 billion in fiscal year 2000. In 1993 low spending 
districts spent on average $4700 per pupil, while high spending districts spent on average 
$6100 per pupil. By 2000, the difference between low spending and high spending 
districts dwindled to $370. The disparity is a result of some districts spending more than 
what is required by the foundation level. Put another way, the average per pupil spending 
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for all districts in 1993 was $5296; by 2000 this number rose to $7320 per pupil (p, ii.). 
The policy report also notes state spending has grown at rate exceeding that of inflation 
(2.7%) plus enrollment growth (1.9%) by an average of about 6.1% per year (p.2). 
Although spending rose substantially during this period, it has been questioned whether 
or not it is enough to meet the goals set forth by MERA in 1993. 
In 2001, the Foundation Budget Review Commission was established to review 
state education funding to determine what, if any, changes needed to be made. It also set 
out to assess educational spending in terms of adequacy. The primary questions to be 
considered was to examine whether or not the minimum spending amounts set in the 
1993 law were actually sufficient to ensure that all students were receiving an adequate 
quality education? The commission concluded that in order to achieve the goals of 
MERA, an increase in the foundation budget was required. Their recommendations on 
how to allot this money include: 
1. Increase the special education funds incrementally over a period of years, 
2. Reduction of student-teacher ratios at the elementary and middle school 
levels, 
3. Increase funding for low-income students, 
4. Increase funds for technology, 
5. Expand MCAS remediation, 
6. Phase in full day kindergarten, 
7. Raise minimum teacher salaries (pp.4-5). 
The commission emphasizes that adjustments to the foundation budget, to support the 
recommendations listed above, are necessary to ensure the education reform goal and the 
constitutional standard is met (p.3). 
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The Standards : A Moving Target 
According to French (1998), until 1994 the state of Massachusetts lacked any 
statewide curriculum mandates because up until then it was believed that local school 
districts made more appropriate curricular decisions for their unique student populations 
(p.184). The Massachusetts Department of Education (MDOE), as required by MERA, 
took on the daunting challenge of developing academic standards and curriculum 
frameworks. The MDOE reached out to many groups to help them in this endeavor. 
French (1998) reports thousands of teachers, administrators, parents, and business 
representatives created the Common Core of Learning, a broad statement of what 
students should know that would form the foundation on which to develop the 
curriculum frameworks (p. 185). By January 1995 the MDOE distributed $3 million 
across the state for teachers to study and discuss the current drafts of the curriculum 
frameworks, which advised educators to move away from the more traditional methods 
of educating children to a more inquiry-based, constructivist approach. 
With the appointment of former Boston University president John Silber in 1996 
as chairperson of the Massachusetts Board of Education, the democratic style of 
participation in which the curriculum frameworks were developed ended. State 
legislation allowed then Governor William Weld to overhaul the Massachusetts Board of 
Education (MBOE). Weld s appointments, advised by Silber, consisted of conservatives 
whose philosophy of education differed in view from those that participated in the 
creation of the curriculum frameworks. 
As a result, curriculum framework standards underwent significant change. 
Teacher committees were dismissed, and new drafts were created by conservative board 
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members and hand picked practitioners who shared their political viewpoints (French, 
1998, p. 187). As educators were modifying their curriculum to meet the new guidelines 
they themselves helped to create, Silber and the MBOE began revising the frameworks to 
include more emphasis on factual knowledge and less emphasis on high-level functions 
such as critical thinking skills endorsed by the thousands of educators involved in 
creating the original frameworks. Under Silber s watch the State Curriculum 
Frameworks were accepted by the MBOE between January 1996 and September 1997 in 
the following areas: Arts, English Language Arts, Health, History and Social Science, 
Foreign Language, Mathematics, and Science and Technology/Engineering. This, 
however, was not the end of the story. By mid-2001 the curriculum frameworks in most 
curricular areas listed above were revised again. Table 1.1 shows the dates of the original 
and revised versions of the frameworks. 
Table 1.1 
Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks 
Subject 
Original 
Release Date 
Revised 
Release Date 
Arts January 1996 October 1999 
English Language Arts February 1997 June2001/June2004 
Health January 1996 October 1999 
History/Social Science September 1997 August 2003 
Foreign Language January 1996 August 1999 
Mathematics January 1996 November 2000 
Science and 
T echnology/Engineering January 1996 May 2001 
Information Source: Massachusetts Department of Education 
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Table 1.1 shows that in most instances curriculum frameworks were revised for most 
subject areas within three or four years of their original release dates. The revision of 
frameworks became a contentious issue for teachers in the Commonwealth. 
A self-described bipartisan, non-profit national organization. Achieve 
Incorporated, was founded in 1996 by governors and corporate leaders to assist states in 
raising standards and performance in America s schools. At the request of the MDOE, 
Achieve carried out an evaluation of the state s K-12 standards in Mathematics and the 
grade 10 MCAS assessments in the area of Mathematics. The state s English Language 
Arts standards were not part of this evaluation because Achieve had previously judged 
these standards as among the best standards in the nation and uses them as exemplary 
standards against which other states are compared (Achieve, 2001, p.5). Achieve, in its 
appraisal of the state s Mathematics standards, noted the 2000 version is a significant 
improvement over the 1996 version (p.35). The following is a partial list of strengths 
Achieve considers notable in the 2000 Mathematics standards: 
1. The standards are clear, measurable and jargon free; 
2. The guiding philosophy, guiding principles and strand overviews are clear and 
explicit; 
3. The standards are comprehensive, and the amount is reasonable; 
4. The standards generally demonstrate a clear progression of knowledge and 
skills from grade band to grade band (p. 38-39). 
There is, however, one area Achieve believes the state could improve in its 
Mathematics standards and this resonates with how the state first began its mission in 
developing the curriculum frameworks. As previously mentioned, the state began its 
mission with input from practitioners, administrators, parents, and business 
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representatives who called for an emphasis on critical thinking skills in the area of 
Mathematics. The state, however, ended up adopting a set of frameworks based more on 
factual knowledge. While the 2000 version of the frameworks did move quite a bit more 
in the direction of emphasizing higher order thinking skills, Achieve recommended to the 
state that it should require more rigor and depth and place more attention and 
emphasis on mathematical reasoning (p.7). 
Established by the legislature in 1993, the Massachusetts Education Reform 
Review Commission (MERRC) was put in place to oversee the Education Reform Act. 
Its main mission is to identify key components of MERA and establish a set of success 
indicators to track them. In its first annual report (2001), the commission identified 
Standards and Assessment as a key component in its tracking system. MERRC (2001) 
states the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks as being the best and most rigorous in 
the nation and that educators across the state support the frameworks and find they 
provide clear direction and consistency between grade levels, across classrooms, schools, 
and school districts (p. 15). 
But, with praise also comes criticism. The report posits that the continuous 
changes in the frameworks have caused great frustration in the field. Teachers, they 
assert, have concerns over whether they are using the correct document and districts 
complain they spend considerable time and resources aligning their curriculum and 
adopting new textbooks and materials only to have the frameworks change once things 
seem to be on track. MERRC (2001) also reports that even though many schools have 
developed curricula and materials aligned with standards and MCAS, that efforts have 
not been in place long enough and, as a result, students were scoring [on MCAS] with 
predictably poor results (p. 18). MERRC s 2002 annual report echoes this sentiment 
and adds that the MDOE now considers the curriculum frameworks a work in progress 
and will continue to refine and strengthen them in years to come. 
Another issue that lends itself to criticism deals with the issue of breadth versus 
depth of curricular areas. Many educators are frustrated by the amount of content that 
needs to be covered in a certain year according to the curriculum frameworks. In order to 
cover the massive amount of material, teachers believe they must give each one 
superficial treatment and, as a result students do not develop a lasting and deep 
understanding or mastery of the material (MERRC, 2001, p. 18). A major 
recommendation put forth by MERRC (2001) focuses on the curriculum frameworks. 
The commission urges that the state curriculum frameworks not be changed again for 
another five years and that the DOE seek out feedback from the field to ascertain if the 
frameworks in their entirety are manageable for students and teachers (p.v). In June 
2004, due to requirements of the federal No Child Left Behind Act, the DOE put out a 
supplement to both the EL A and Mathematics curriculum frameworks in grades 3, 5 and 
7, thus creating more change for teachers in the field. 
The information regarding curriculum standards above shows that educators and 
outside evaluators appreciate the consistency and coherence of the state standards. There 
seems, however, to be disagreement over whether the amount of content to be covered is 
reasonable, and concern over the frequent revision of the standards. 
The Assessment: Where the Numbers Fall 
It is clearly stated in Chapter 71, Section 29, Section III of MERA there must be 
an assessment tool in place to gauge the effectiveness of the Act. 
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The law states: 
The board shall adopt a system for evaluating on an annual basis the performance 
of both public school districts and individual public schools. With respect to 
individual schools, the system shall include instruments designed to assess the 
extent to which schools and districts succeed in improving or fail to improve 
student performance, as defined by student acquisition of skills, competencies 
and knowledge called for by the academic standards in the curriculum 
frameworks as well as other gauges of student learning by the board to be 
relevant and meaningful to students, parents, teachers, administrators, and 
taxpayers .The system shall be designed both to measure outcomes and results 
regarding student performance, and to improve the effectiveness of curriculum 
and instruction .The system shall employ a variety of assessment instruments on 
either a comprehensive or statistically valid sampling basis .In addition, 
comprehensive diagnostic assessment of individual students shall be conducted in 
at least the fourth, eighth and tenth grades (p. 176). 
Thus was bom the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS). It has 
been hailed as one of the best and most rigorous assessment systems in the United States 
by its supporters, and by its opponents as a system that discriminates against minorities 
and limited-English speakers. The most pressing argument surrounding MCAS revolves 
around the fact the tests are high stakes and, beginning with the class of 2003, students 
must pass both English Language Arts and Mathematics sections in order to graduate 
from high school. More recently, the MDOE announced beginning in 2009 students 
much also pass the Science MCAS test in order to graduate from high school. 
In June of 2004, the Massachusetts Department of Education (MDOE) released a 
report on the attainment of the competency determination (the right to graduate) by 
students in the classes of 2004 and 2005. Table 1.2 below shows the passage rates of 
students according to their ethnicity. It also shows the percentage rates of students who 
have thus far attained a competency determination within each subgroup. 
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Table 1.2 
Classes of 2004 and 2005 MCAS Passage Rate 
2004 2004 2004 2005 2005 2005 
Race/Ethnicity 
% 
Passing 
ELA 
% 
Passing 
Math 
% Earning 
Competency 
Determination 
% 
Passing 
ELA 
% 
Passing 
Math 
% Earning 
Competency 
Determination 
African 
American/Black 91 90 88 82 79 73 
Asian/Pacific 
Islander 96 97 95 92 93 89 
Hispanic 89 89 85 79 76 70 
Native 
American 96 96 94 92 88 87 
White 99 98 98 97 95 94 
Information Source: Massachusetts Department of Education Progress Report on Students Attaining 
Competency Determination Statewide and by District: Classes of 2004 and 2005. 
The data represented in Table 1.2 clearly shows the disparity in passage rates 
between racial categories. What is significant is the fact the African American and 
Hispanic student populations are failing at greater percentages than their peers. While it 
may look as if the class of 2005 is scoring below that of class of 2004 and that progress is 
not being made, this is really not the case. The class of 2004, at the time of the release of 
this state report, had had the opportunity to participate in four re-tests with the percentage 
of students passing increasing with each subsequent retest. 
MERRC (2002) points to an achievement gap with another sub-set of students. 
They state, failure rates for students with disabilities and participating Limited English 
Proficient students were much higher than the average (p.94). Using data from the 
same state report above concerning the competency determination, Table 1.3 shows the 
disparity in passage rates between these student populations. 
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Table 1.3 
Classes of 2004 and 2005: Competency Determination (CD) by Subgroups 
Student 
Subgroup 
2004 
% 
Passing 
ELA 
2004 
% Passing 
Math 
2004 
% Earned 
CD 
2005 
% Passing 
ELA 
2005 
% Passing 
Math 
2005 
% Earned 
CD 
Limited English 
Proficient 
81 89 78 47 70 43 
Students with 
Disabilities 
87 86 84 80 75 71 
Regular 
Education 
Students 
99 98 98 98 96 95 
Information Source: Massachusetts Department of Education Progress Report on Students Attaining 
Competency Determination Statewide and by District: Classes of 2004 and 2005. 
In comparison with their regular education counterparts, students labeled as Limited 
English Proficient or Disabled (categories designated by MDOE), are significantly 
behind in attaining both passage rates and ELA and Math, as well as earning a 
competency determination. 
Another disparity noted in this report is the difference in passage rates between 
students living in urban and non-urban areas. Table 1.4 shows these gaps in 
achievement. 
Table 1.4 
Classes of 2004and 2005: Competency Determination (CD) by Residence 
Student 
Residency 
2004 
% 
Passing 
ELA 
2004 
% Passing 
Math 
2004 
% Earned 
CD 
2005 
% Passing 
ELA 
2005 
% Passing 
Math 
205 
% Earned 
CD 
Urban 92 92 89 84 82 77 
Non-Urban 99 98 98 97 95 94 
Information Source: Massachusetts Department of Education Progress Report on Students Attaining 
Competency Determination Statewide and by District: Classes of 2004 and 205. 
Table 1.4 reveals that students residing in non-urban areas are significantly more likely to 
earn a competency determination than their urban peers. Again, with more chances to 
participate in re-tests, the percentage of students who will earn a competency 
determination in the class of 2005 will likely increase. 
The information in Tables 1.2, 1.3, and 1.4 corroborate with the work done by 
Robert Gaudet of The Donahue Institute, at the University of Massachusetts. Gaudet 
(2001) examined the results of MCAS (over three years) by district/community. He 
applied an Effectiveness Index (which is based on a methodology that statistically 
analyzes demographic data so individual districts can be compared to their demographic 
peers) in order to divide the school systems in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts into 
four demographic categories: (a) Advantaged Massachusetts, (b) Middle Massachusetts, 
(c) Challenged Massachusetts, and (d) Fifteen Cities (a subset of Challenged 
Massachusetts (p.22). In brief, high education levels, high incomes, and high property 
values characterize Advantaged Massachusetts. Consisting of 140 communities. Middle 
Massachusetts falls next where average is the norm and only 12% of students qualify 
for free or reduced lunch (a measure of poverty). Districts in the category labeled 
Challenged Massachusetts (50 altogether) fall at the lower end of the state s 
demography (p.23) and 33 % of students qualify for ffee/reduced lunch. Finally, 
schools located in the category labeled Fifteen Cities are the most demographically 
disadvantaged (p.24) districts according to Gaudet. These districts educate almost one- 
third of the students in Massachusetts, are home to 45% of the state s minority students, 
and 57% of students in these districts qualify for free lunch (p.24). 
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Gaudet s (2001) research signifies that after more than seven years (the elapsed 
time at the release of the report) of educational reform in Massachusetts, demography 
played a large role in the school performance of students and that in Massachusetts 
where you happen to live has more to do with your success in school than any other 
factor (Gaudet, 2001, p.42). After an in-depth analysis of MCAS scores (1998, 1999, 
and 2000) Gaudet found demographically advantaged communities have a much greater 
success rate on MCAS measures than students who live in demographically challenged 
districts, especially those districts that fit in the Fifteen Cities category. 
One might say the information revealed in Gaudet s study is common sense or 
predictable. And while that might be true, it does not take away from the fact that MERA 
was put in place, one week prior to the State Supreme Court decision which declared the 
state s educational system unconstitutional, to help advance the level of achievement in 
districts that were demographically challenged. And now that MCAS measures are high 
stakes , the very students reform efforts were intended to help will now be 
disproportionately denied the opportunity to graduate from high school. 
In a more recent analysis, which includes 2001 test results, Gaudet (2002) points 
out that many students in most districts have demonstrated proficiency on MCAS and 
that, the MCAS pass rate dramatically increased between 2000 and 2001 (p.2.) He 
believes, however, that in order to gain a better understanding of what needs to be done to 
help all students achieve, one must look at achievement test results in terms of student 
populations (p.2). 
Gaudet broke down the student population into four categories: (a) general 
education students (students who are not Urban; not Special Education; not Vocational), 
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(b) Vocational students (excluding Special Education Vocational students, (c) 15 Cities1 
(see description above, not including Special Education students in those cities, and (d) 
Special Education students (including all Special Education students). After tracking the 
performance of these groups over four years Gaudet (2002) found that students who fall 
in the General Education category are in good shape in terms of passing MCAS with a 
94% English Language Arts and 90% Mathematics pass rate in 2001 (p.4). Vocational 
students have posted the most dramatic score improvement of any student population in 
the state. Vocational students moved from a 46% passage rate in 2000 to a 74% passage 
rate in 2001 in English Language Arts, and a 31% passage rate in 2000 to a 61% passage 
rate in 2001 Mathematics. After subsequent re-tests the MDOE recently announced an 
86% passage rate of vocational education students. 
The remaining two categories, 15 Cities and Special Education, according to 
Gaudet (2002) still pose real challenges to reformers. Fifteen Cities, which is comprised 
of 15 major municipalities, had failure rates of 29% in English Language Arts and 38% in 
Mathematics in 2001. Special Education students had failure rates of 53% in English 
Language Arts and 61% in Mathematics in 2001. Gaudet (2002) asserts this analysis 
shows [tjhere is no general achievement problem in Massachusetts; there are challenges 
unique to specific student populations .Now we know where schools have not been 
effective in helping all students learn .Our next task is to make urban schools and 
Special Education programs more effective at meeting the learning needs of 
students (pp.5-7). It is important to keep in mind that two-thirds of minority students 
in the state attend school in the 15 Cities. 
' According to Gaudet, 15 cities include: Boston, Brockton, Chelsea, Chicopee, Fall River, Fitchburg, 
Holyoke, Lawrence, Lowell, Lynn, New Bedford, Revere, Somerville, Springfield and Worcester. 
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Recently, Abigail Themstrom, a current member of the Massachusetts Board of 
Education, responded to criticisms such as those alluded to above. She acknowledged 
that a disproportionately high number of those denied diplomas will be African- 
American or Hispanic (p.39). And in answering the calls that this is civil rights 
violation she responded as follows: 
No. It s a heart-rendering, infuriating state of affairs. But MCAS is just the 
messenger, delivering news about a problem that we should not ignore. To do 
so is morally repugnant, as well as dangerous to society .Students who do not 
acquire basic skills are not likely to catch up with their more prepared peers 
down the road. And most tragically, if we do not insist that all students meet 10 
grade academic standards and insist simultaneously that schools provide the 
help they need a high proportion of those left behind will be black and Hispanic 
youngsters. The result will be persistent racial and ethnic inequality that old 
story that never seems to end .Those who care about civil rights should embrace 
MCAS. The test results are telling schools, students and parents what they may 
not want to hear. But those results point to a problem too long ignored. And 
they are already forcing change (pp.39-40). 
To Themstrom, the high failure rates of minority populations should not bring about 
litigation that will ask to ease and end requirements. To her, the high failure rates need to 
bring about more educational change. The change needed must focus on what must be 
done to help improve the academic performance of all students, and at this point in time 
efforts must be focused on the subgroups of students who are chronically failing the state 
assessment, the subgroups pointed out in Gaudet s (2002) research. 
School Councils 
The last aspect of education reform to be discussed is the issue of school councils. 
Chapter 71, Section 59C sets forth the statutory language for school councils. The law 
states that every public school in the Commonwealth must have a school council which 
should consist of the principal, teachers, parents, others (drawn from groups such as 
municipal government, business, human services, institutions of higher education), and at 
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the high school level at least one student. Stated explicitly in the language of the law is 
that parents must have parity with professional personnel on the council. 
In June of 2001 the MDOE disseminated a forty-six page handbook which 
outlines the law, its mission, and the general expectations of school councils. In his 
official statement at the beginning of the handbook, Commissioner David Driscoll places 
great emphasis on the importance of local school councils. He states, nowhere is the 
role of the school councils more important than in the development of the school 
improvement plan [they are] an essential tool in the evaluation of district and school 
performance (p.3). The following is a partial list of the responsibilities of school 
councils: 
1. The school council should meet regularly to assist in the identification 
of the educational needs of students; 
2. To review the annual school budget; 
3. To formulate the school improvement plan; 
4. To communicate regularly with the population they represent (faculty, 
parents, community, students); 
5. To promote the participation of the school community in support of 
the improvement plan; 
6. To stay informed on issues that affect student success and achievement 
(pp.13-18). 
This aspect of the law was put in place to allow local schools a say in the 
educational decisions for their students. While MERA sets forth the standards and 
assessments, local school councils were put in place so individual schools could define 
the path they take to reach the standards. Important questions to ask, then, focus on (a) 
To what extent have school councils in the Commonwealth been effective in the 
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assistance of raising academic achievement? (b) Do school councils have the true 
authority to bring about changes they feel are necessary for their schools population to 
achieve? (c) Are school councils true democratic forums?, and (d) Do councils, as the 
guidelines state, communicate regularly with the population they represent? To date, 
there is no information on questions such as these. For an element of reform, that the 
State commissioner himself states is an important component of school improvement, it 
is puzzling that research has not been conducted in this area after a decade of reform. 
Study Research Questions 
It is important to understand how teachers perceive MERA as they go about their 
daily routines, and how it has affected their professional lives. Understanding how 
teachers believe MERA has played out at the educational core will inform education 
policy. Having a sound systemic education reform policy means very little if the people 
in charge of the actual instruction resist, do not understand, or work to circumvent the 
goals of the policy. By gaining the experiences and perception of teachers in the field, 
one better understands how the education policy set forth by MERA is being 
implemented at the educational core. Teachers perspectives also reveal what may need 
to be done in order to help students and teachers at underperforming and non-performing 
schools in the Commonwealth. This study examines the following questions: 
1. Are the standards within the curriculum frameworks guiding instruction? 
2. Are teachers involved in or aware of school council activity? 
3. Do school councils have the authority to make the necessary changes to increase 
achievement according to its unique student population? 
4. Are assessment scores (MCAS) used to identify weakness in academic areas in 
order to guide instruction? 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Research on Educational Reform 
The literature examined below addresses the key components of educational 
reform in Massachusetts and coincides with aspects surrounding third wave reform 
efforts, an approach that attempts to improve the educational system as a whole. This 
review will focus on the three main components of systemic reform: (a) the creation of 
academic standards, (b) an accountability system, and (c) decentralized authority with the 
creation of school councils. 
In order to understand present educational reform efforts it is worthwhile to 
review the literature surrounding the impetus of contemporary educational reform in the 
United States in a historical context. Historically, education reform efforts are 
implemented incrementally over many years (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, Resnick & Hall, 
1998). To gain a better understanding of current reform efforts it is helpful to be familiar 
with reform efforts of the past. Contemporary scholars refer to these reform efforts in 
terms of three distinctive waves of reform (Finn & Rebarber, 1992; Follett Lusi, 1997; 
Seashore Louis, 1998). This literature review focuses on three components of the third 
wave reforms: 
1. Academic standards 
2. Academic accountability 
3. School-based decision making. 
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These three aspects are cornerstones of current reform efforts in the United States, 
including the Massachusetts Education Reform Act of 1993. 
Many researchers claim that the impetus for current reform efforts across the 
United States began with the 1983 governmental release of A Nation at Risk: The 
Imperative of Educational Reform (Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Elmore, 1996; 
Enderlin-Lampe, 1997; Kearns & Harvey 2000; Goodman, 1995; National Commission 
on Excellence in Education, 1983). This report on the state of public education in the 
United States is still widely referred to in contemporary writings about educational 
reform. It has shaped decades of education reform and continues to do so. Kearns & 
Harvey (2000) purport that all reform agendas proposed in each presidency since George 
H.W. Bush are linked to A Nation at Risk (p.26). The report informed the nation there 
were alarming problems in the public educational system across the entire United States, 
and called for far-reaching changes in areas such as pedagogy, curriculum, and 
methodology. 
Educational reform is not a new concept in the world of public educational 
systems in the United States. Many innovations have passed through school systems 
incrementally over the past century. A confounding factor in school reform efforts, 
according to Tyack and Cuban (1995) is the fact that Over long periods of time schools 
have remained basically similar in their core operation, so much so, that these regularities 
have imprinted themselves on students, educators, and the public as the essential features 
of a real school (p.7). 
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Three Waves of Reform 
The decade following the release of A Nation at Risk is often referred to as the 
first wave of educational reform (Finn & Rebarber, 1992; Follett Lusi, 1997; Seashore 
Louis, 1998). During this time reformers called for changes in graduation requirements 
and comprehensive course-taking standards (Seashore Louis, 1998). These reform efforts 
did not attempt to change the nature of teaching and leaning and, as a result, did not 
improve student achievement (Follett-Lusi, 1997). 
The second wave of reform denotes changes in the management of schooling 
(Seashore Louis, 1998, p. 127). The intended outcome of this wave was for schools to 
move from a highly centralized governing administrative body to a more inclusive, 
collaborative way of decision-making within schools themselves. In order to improve 
education, Murphy (1992) notes, second wave reformers believed that reallocating power 
among a variety of stakeholders would suffice. He adds. Unlike the approaches of 
earlier era school reform, this change [was] designed to capitalize on the energy and 
creativity of individuals at the school level (p.6). Both the first and second waves of 
reform were criticized for failing to invoke changes at the core of educational practice. 
Elmore (1996) describes the core of educational practice as: 
how teachers understand the nature of knowledge and students 
role in learning, and how these ideas about knowledge and 
learning are manifested in teaching and classwork .The core 
also includes structural arrangements of schools, such as the 
physical layout of classrooms, student grouping practices, 
teachers responsibilities for groups of students, and relations 
among teachers in their work with students, as well as processes 
for assessing student learning (p.2). 
Changing graduation requirements, increasing course-taking standards, and 
collaborative decision-making were isolated components of the whole education system 
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and did not have a tremendous impact on student achievement. This lack of impact is 
what has led up to the third wave of reform . This current wave of reform differs 
immensely from earlier efforts. Unlike previous efforts it calls for far-reaching changes 
at all levels of the educational hierarchy. 
Systemic school reform is the name most often given to third wave educational 
reform efforts. It differs from earlier reform attempts because it strives to reform the 
educational system as a system; it works for coherence across the system s component 
policies, something that piecemeal reforms of the past did not achieve (Follett Lusi, 
I 
1997, p.6). The three main components of systemic reform are: (a) high and rigorous 
6 
academic standards, (b) accountability systems that are aligned with the academic 
standards, and (c) additional authority in making decisions at the school site (Follett Lusi, 
s 
1997, p.27). 
Systemic reform is often mandated at the state level by the legislature. It is the 
state s responsibility to define the academic standards, usually through subject oriented 
curriculum frameworks, and oversee the development of the accountability system for 
students, teachers, administrators, schools and districts, as well as to define the guidelines 
for school-based decision making. While each component of systemic school reform 
seems straightforward, they are in and of themselves complex and controversial. Below, 
I review the literature surrounding the three components that make up what is known as 
the third wave of reform. 
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Standards Based Reform 
One of the main components of systemic school reform is the setting of high and 
rigorous standards for all students. This element of reform comes under different names: 
outcomes based education, standards-based reform, competency based education, and 
performance based education. Although the names are different they share most of the 
same characteristics. For the purpose of this paper standards-based reform will be 
used. 
Academic standards are usually set by State Departments of Education. Universal 
standards are set for all students. This can be seen as an issue of equity, and can compel 
educators to teach these high standards to students with diverse backgrounds (Gratz, 
2000; Hargreaves, Earl, Moore & Manning 2001). Hargreaves, Earl, Moore & Manning 
(2001) believe the push for universal standards ensures that irrespective of the school, its 
locality, its teachers, or its leadership, all students will be pushed to meet the same high 
standards. No one will be allowed to fall through the cracks (p.2). Teachers can no 
longer blame low achievement on students circumstances, whatever they may be. And, 
if teachers have used these circumstances as an excuse, they must now face that reality 
and figure out a way to help these students achieve regardless of the circumstances. 
Another positive aspect of standards-based reform is that it supports consistency 
and coherence across classrooms, schools, and districts within a state (Falk, 2002, p.613). 
It enables teachers to be clear about what is expected at each level. Standards typically 
define specifically and succinctly the requirements each student should master before 
they can move to the next stage of their education. Standards can also ease the frustration 
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that both students and teachers feel when a student transfers across schools within the 
same state. Because choices about curriculum can vary across schools and districts, 
students may not be prepared to engage fully in what is being taught when transferring to 
a new school or district. If the universal standards are followed in each school, across 
districts, students will more likely be prepared to handle the workload at a new school. 
While standards can lead to increased academic achievement, they can also affect 
the process of teaching and learning in a negative manner. Because standards-based 
reform usually goes hand and hand with an accountability system, a major negative 
consequence discussed in the literature is that standards-based reform may be interpreted 
as teaching a lock-step curriculum, and teaching as test preparation (Falk, 2002, p.612). 
It is important to note, however, that standards are not curriculum. School 
districts or schools themselves often choose the curriculum they feel will be the best 
% 
» 
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vehicle to meet the curriculum standards, and while standards set the stage for what 
concepts should be learned, they do not prescribe how exactly they should be taught. 
This discretion is left to the decision-making bodies in each district or school. Elmore 
(1997) points out an example of this. He says. 
Standards reform requires fundamental changes in the way education is 
practiced and governed. It requires teachers, students, and administrators 
to accept explicit external standards for what constitutes acceptable content 
and performance. It requires teachers not just to teach these standards but 
to leam how to teach in ways most of them have never done before (p.7). 
Without question, standards-based reform attempts to do what earlier reform 
efforts tended not to do: to affect the core of educational practice. Fullan (2001) 
supports the idea of educational change as extremely complex. He contends that the 
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neglect of the phenomenology of change that is, how people actually experience 
change is at the heart of the spectacular lack of success of most social reform (p. 8). 
Accountability 
The second component of systemic education reform within the third wave reform 
effort is accountability. In state promulgated systemic school reform efforts that are based 
on high standards for all students, there is usually an accountability system within the 
reform package. Goertz (2001) identifies the 1989 National Governors Association 
Meeting where President George H. W. Bush and the governors of the United States 
adopted six ambitious national goals aimed at providing direction to improve education at 
the state level as one of the first signals that accountability would become one of the 
hottest educational issues of the 1990 s. During this turning point the emphasis 
shifted from educational inputs to educational outcomes and from procedural 
accountability to educational accountability (p.62). While educational systems still look 
at the inputs (i.e., money, resources) provided when attempting to increase academic 
achievement, they now also look at the return (outputs), usually in terms of assessment 
scores linked to performance standards. The result of this meeting was the America 2000 
legislation, put forth by President H.W. Bush, which was ultimately defeated by 
Congress. In the next presidential administration, however, President Clinton revived the 
objectives of the America 2000 legislation and renamed it Goals 2000. The main 
objective of this legislation was to provided funds for states planning or implementing 
statewide standards in conjunction with a statewide system of educational accountability. 
Goals 2000, according to Hanushek and Raymond (2001) is perhaps the most acclaimed 
path to educational improvement (p.368). 
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Newmann, King & Rigdon (1997) provide details on what is included in a 
complete school accountability system. The components are 
1. Information about the organization s performance (e.g., test scores). 
2. Standards forjudging the quality or degree of success of organizational 
performance. 
3. Significant consequences to the organization (i.e., rewards and sanctions such as 
bonuses to teachers in the school) for its success or failure in meeting specified 
standards. 
4. An agent or constituency that receives information or organizational performance, 
judges the extent to which standards have been met, and distributes rewards and 
sanctions (e.g., the state department of instruction) (p.3). 
Finn (2002) calls this type of accountability system, which is a popular form of 
accountability in government and business circles, the trust, but verify approach (p.87). 
This form of accountability usually goes hand-in-hand with standards-based reform 
efforts. It begins when an outside agency, usually the state government, defines what 
students should know and leam (curriculum standards). Next, a test is developed that is 
closely aligned with the curriculum standards. Third, the test is implemented to 
determine whether standards are being met. And lastly, depending on the outcome, 
rewards and/or sanctions are imposed on students, educators, and schools. It is important 
to note that the path(s) educators must take in order to pass the test are not defined. This 
is where the trust, but verify comes into play. Educators are entrusted to navigate this 
territory on their own. The government trusts educators to teach what it identifies as to 
what students should know and leam, but will verify through a testing system if in fact 
this has been achieved. 
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Newmann, King & Rigdon (1997) believe that accountability systems used as a 
method to enhance school performance rely on the assumption that teachers will try 
harder and become more effective in meeting goals for student performance when the 
goals are clear, when information on the degree of success is available, and where there 
are real incentives to meet the goals (p.3). Similarly, Hanushek & Raymond (2001) 
allege that accountability systems are premised on an assumption that a focus on student 
outcomes will lead to behavioral changes by students, teachers, and schools to align with 
the performance goals of the system (pp. 368-369). These points, along with other 
facets of accountability systems, bring with them both negative and positive aspects. 
Positive Aspects of Accountability Systems 
The collection of evidence on the effectiveness of accountability systems is still at 
its beginning stages and so far results are mixed. Hanushek & Raymond (2002) state that 
little is known about the long run dynamics of accountability systems because of their 
recent immersion into systemic reform agendas (p.25). They have, however, done an 
initial analysis of state accountability systems and found that between 1992 and 2000 
states with accountability systems in place showed growth in mathematics (Hanushek & 
Raymond, 2001). 
In his assessment of accountability systems Hess (2002) asserts there is broad 
support for the concept of outcome accountability and offers several optimistic 
predictions about such systems. 
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In focusing on performance criteria and ensuring they are met, Hess (2002) states: 
Specifying what skills and knowledge students are responsible for 
mastering fosters agreement on educational goals, giving educators 
clear direction. This enables administrators to more readily gauge 
teacher effectiveness and to respond by taking steps to mentor or 
motivate less effective teachers, and to recognize and reward effective 
teachers. Clear expectations and information on performance can 
ensure that hard-to-educate students are adequately served and 
make it difficult for schools to casually overlook such students or 
argue that they are being adequately served (p.6). 
In similar fashion to standards-based reform, Hess (2002) takes the stance that high 
stakes accountability can be used as a way to enhance equity. No longer can there be 
cohorts of students failing year after year. As a result of high stakes accountability 
educators must find a way to educate all students. Another potentially positive feature of 
state sponsored accountability systems results in the compliance with state policy by 
teachers and administrators. 
In a qualitative analysis of the Maryland School Performance Assessment 
(MSPAP), Firestone and Mayrowetz (2000) found that Maryland administrators took 
state policy very seriously because of the high stakes nature of the test. They report 
administrators as saying This is the law. You will shape yourself to fit the law s needs. 
(p.730). It is not clear, however, that teachers were as sensitive to these issues as 
principals or central office staff, but administrators were certainly primed to comply with 
state policy (Firestone and Mayrowetz, 2000, p.730). In this same analysis researchers 
looked to see if this stance on state compliance also happened in the state of Maine where 
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relatively low-stakes assessments are in place. They found that in the absence of high 
stakes educators in Maine were more likely to ignore the state assessments (p.730). 
A second theme Firestone and Mayrowetz (2000) found as a result of this 
research is that the external pressure resulting from high stakes accountability systems is 
useful for changing the content being taught. In a comparison of educators in Maine 
(low-stakes) and Maryland (high stakes) seventy-five percent of teachers in Maryland 
described making changes in their teaching to accommodate the state test while only 20 
percent in Maine did the same thing (p.733). It is important to note that the change 
written about above is in the area of content, not instructional strategy. Firestone and 
Mayrowetz (2002) found that the same external pressures were less effective in changing 
teaching strategies and methodologies. 
McAdams (2002) asserts the benefits of testing greatly outweigh the risks. He 
claims most high performing organizations measure almost every thing , because 
measuring changes behavior (p.23). He admits that measuring the performance of 
schools and teachers is difficult, but emphasizes that it does not mean teachers should set 
their own standards and performance measures to tell the public what children are 
learning. He states, We tried that. The result: too many teachers neglected to teach the 
curriculum or did not teach effectively, and too many children suffered the 
consequences (p.23). Because of the emphasis on testing McAdams believes one of the 
biggest benefits is the fact the educators, especially superintendents, principals, and 
teachers are trying to link the structure and work of the organization to student learning 
(p.23). 
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Hess (2002) claims there is a growing social acceptance of substantive 
accountability (p.3), and the existence of a widely accepted assessment regime can be 
useful to educators and public officials, permitting schools to concretely demonstrate 
performance and strengthen their claim on support and resources (p.8). The positive 
attributes listed above, however, are not the end of the story as far as accountability 
systems are concerned. There are also perceived negative consequences of such systems. 
Negative Aspects of Accountability Systems 
While acknowledging some of the positive aspects of high stakes accountability 
systems, Hess (2002) also claims such changes may come at a price. One such cost 
found by researchers is that high stakes accountability may actually narrow the 
curriculum (Barksdale-Ladd and Thomas, 2000; Falk, 2002; Hess, 2002; Pearson, Vyas, 
Sensale, and Kim, 2001). Subject areas that are not being tested may be pushed aside or 
completely eliminated from the curriculum in order to focus on subjects which students 
will be tested. 
Barksdale-Ladd and Thomas (2000), in a qualitative study focusing on high- 
stakes testing, found that teachers were asked by administrators to implement specific 
lessons in order to get children ready for the state criterion-reference achievement test 
(p.391). Teachers were also told, when planning lessons, If it isn t going to help on the 
tests, don t do it (p.391). The teachers interviewed for this study state they are 
encouraged to teach to the test and at least one interviewee stated she spends 2 to 3 
months per year teaching to the test. 
Another negative aspect of high stakes assessment programs discussed in the 
literature focuses on the very students this reform component is intended to help. 
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Advocates of high-stakes tests believe that they prevent hard-to educate students from 
being overlooked while educators argue that they are adequately being served . But the 
question still remains: Do high stakes assessment policies aid in increasing the 
achievement of these students? 
Nathan (2002) believes this type of policy will hurt most grievously the very 
students who are supposed to benefit most from it (p.598). Nathan is a principal in a 
Boston public school sees certain cohorts of students failing even though they have the 
motivation and intellect to pass. Many of her students are labeled English Language 
Learners (ELL s). These students, she contends, are bright enough to pass the test, but 
their language barrier puts them at a disadvantage on the state assessment system. Some 
claim that this type of policy punishes these students with sanctions, and that those who 
endorse such a policy believe that the mere threat of sanctions will push students to 
perform better. This may be true for some, but what about the students who are already 
pushing themselves to do better and are highly motivated, and are still unable to pass 
state assessments? What about the English Language Learner (ELL) or the student who 
lives in poverty and does not have the advantages that some students have in terms of 
readiness skills? Does the threat of sanctions help these students increase their academic 
achievement? Or, does it turn them away from the very education they need in order to 
become a fully functioning member of society? 
While questions such as these are real and important, it is essential to note that 
accountability systems should not bear the brunt of the blame. Problems such as the one 
described by Nathan (2000) are not new. Different cohorts of students have been failing, 
or put another way, have not been adequately served for years. The only difference now 
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is that state accountability systems are explicitly pointing out the problem. This brings us 
back to the question of equity and the hopes of the current reform efforts. 
It also points to another type of accountability, adult accountability. As 
mentioned earlier, teachers can often lay the blame for low achievement on 
circumstances beyond their control, such as poverty, language barriers, and poor 
motivation. Now, however, state assessment systems often disaggregate data and 
explicitly show what types of students are failing. The responsibility to improve the 
academic achievement for these cohorts now rests with the adults at all levels of the 
educational hierarchy. Educators now must find a way to educate all students so that the 
sanctions of state assessment systems do not always fall on the same cohorts of students 
iH 
time and time again. 
Anecdotes such as the one described above by Nathan (2000) are not unique. 
U 
There is plenty of research to support the fact that English Language Learners and 
students with low-socioeconomic status are failing high stakes testing at an alarming rate. 
The following is a partial list of national organizations and their official positions 
on high stakes testing: 
1. The National Council of Teachers of Mathematics report the movement toward 
high stakes testing is a retreat from fairness, accuracy, and educational equity 
(p.i). 
2. The American Psychological Association states any decision concerning a 
student s education, such as tracking, retention, or graduation, should not be 
based on the results of a single test (p.2). 
3. The National Parent Teacher Association asserts any assessment system should 
use multiple measures of performance (p. 1). 
4. The American Education Research Association declares decisions that may affect 
students life chances should not be made on the basis of test scores alone. They 
35 
state further that other relevant information should be taken into account to 
enhance the validity of such decisions (p.2). 
These organizations represent several outlets that influence education policy. The first is 
an organization that has a stake in curriculum development; the second has a stake in the 
business of educational testing and measurement. The third organization represents 
parents, while the last organization represents scholarly research. While each of these 
interested parties have their own separate agendas, they do agree that high stakes testing 
should not be used as a sole criteria from making educational decisions. 
The review of literature on high stakes accountability systems shows both positive 
and negative attributes. While some argue that a students educational future should not 
be determined by a single test, it must be said that state assessments, if they are valid and 
reliable, point out a significant problem. Cohorts of children are still failing at alarming 
rates. Standards and assessment systems may be a good starting point in the effort to 
raise the academic achievement of all students. But, if certain cohorts of children 
continue to fail, the children third wave reform efforts intended to help, can we say that it 
is enough? Have the setting of standards and the implementation of assessment systems 
affected the core of education in such a way that adequately prepares all cohorts of 
students? Or, is there more work to be done? Or, are the components of large-scale 
reform efforts already in place, but not implemented to their fullest potential? 
Accountability: Data and Analysis and Instructional Decisions 
One area where a component of large-scale reform efforts may not be used to its 
fullest potential is using the results from state assessment systems to inform instructional 
decisions. Much of what is written about the results of these types of assessment comes 
in the form of labeling schools. Test results and the analysis of the results are usually 
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used to indicate whether a school is high or low performing, whether a school has made 
Adequate Yearly Progress, and whether school should be subject to sanctions. 
Considerably less has been written about the potential that test results have for improving 
academic performance (Parker Boudett, Mumane, City & Moody, 2005, p.700). 
The analysis of test results can inform teachers and school administrators about 
the strengths and weakness of the student body. This information, in turn, can be used to 
target instruction more effectively. Data-driven decision-making is a widely discussed 
topic in education, although knowledge about it remains incomplete. Mclntire (2005) 
argues Leaders of schools in the early stages of data-driven decision making understand 
that data analysis is important and helpful for planning.. .but have not yet developed 
sufficient skills for filtering data sources according to their relative usefulness (p.32). 
He further states that educational leaders often give teachers test data and ask them to 
analyze it without proper professional development on how to interpret and use the data 
effectively (p.33). 
Many districts across the nation are investing in formative assessment systems 
(Heritage & Chen 2005, Mclntire, 2005; Love, 2004; Brown & Capp, 2003; Daniels & 
Johnson-Ferguson, 2001). Effective formative assessment systems are tightly linked to 
state standards and provide teachers and schools with more frequent chances to monitor 
progress in an attempt to make adjustments for more effective instruction. State 
assessment systems, a summative assessment, usually only provide results one time per 
year. These summative assessments can be very useful in the identification of strengths 
and weaknesses, but schools are unable to monitor student progress until the next round 
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of testing. In addition, state assessments are testing a different cohort of students each 
year, whereas formative assessments can follow a specific cohort over several years. 
Regardless of whether schools use the results of summative or formative tests, in 
order to target instruction effectively, teachers must either be able to interpret test results 
or they must rely on someone to do it for them. Most data is analyzed with sophisticated 
software. Data within these programs can be manipulated a multitude of ways depending 
on what information is needed. Data can be looked at in the aggregate or it can be 
disaggregated in areas such as district, school, classroom, individual student, and specific 
cohorts (ethnicity, special education or low-income). This software can also generate 
multiple types of reports, again depending on the information needed. Hoffman (2005) 
reports that testing technology has advanced and users expectations on how to use this 
technology has increased, but there have been little increases in human services 
(professional development) to use the technology effectively. Love (2004) states. 
Schools are gathering more and more data, but having data available does not mean the 
data are used to guide instruction improvement (p.23). She goes on further to say that 
many schools lack the process to connect data that has been collected with outcomes they 
must produce (p.23). The issue of effectively using data results to target effective 
instruction is a component of current reform efforts that may not be being used to its 
fullest potential. Educators have been inundated with massive amounts of data since the 
third wave reform efforts began in the early 1990 s, and the focus now seems to be on 
how to use data results more effectively to help boost academic achievement. 
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School-Based Decision Making 
The final aspect of third wave systemic reform is school-based decision making. 
Over the past decade school-based decision making (SBDM) has become a major aspect 
of the systemic educational reform agenda in the United States. The basic premise of 
SBDM is the shifting of power and responsibility for educational decisions away from a 
centralized authority (usually the district) to the local school site. According to Heck, 
Brandon and Wang (2001) SBDM broadens and increases stakeholder participation and 
provides greater local discretion over resources with the end goal being increased 
academic achievement (p. 302). Malen (1999) says that SBDM reforms are typically 
advanced as arenas for democratic governance, as mechanisms that will enable site 
actors, notably teachers and parents to wield significant influence over significant issues 
(p. 210). Decentralization, in the context of public schooling, is viewed as an important 
mechanism to improve school effectiveness and productivity (Johnson, 1998, p.10). 
Parker and Leithwood (2000) posit that decentralized approaches assume that schools 
will become more client oriented as the distance is reduced between who is being held 
accountable and who is owed the account (p.38). The stakeholders involved in SBDM 
include, but are not limited to, such constituencies as teachers, school site administrators, 
parents, students (in the upper levels of schooling), business representatives, leaders in 
the community and social service agencies. It is important to note that SBDM is known 
by many names including site-based management, decentralized management, shared 
decision making and participatory decision making. For the purpose of this paper SBDM 
will be used, but names such as those listed above may be referred to in the literature 
review below. 
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Murphy and Beck (1995) report that there is no standard model or version of site- 
based management operating in schools (p. 19). They contend, however, that the 
philosophy behind SBDM is quite coherent. Murphy and Beck (1995) put forth five 
embedded premises that define the logic behind SBDM. They are: 
1. Empowerment: SBDM allows stakeholders more power and control over 
educational decisions, increases meaningful involvement, exerts influence on 
school policy and offers consumers a greater voice in school affairs; 
2. Ownership: stakeholder participation in SBDM leads to a feeling of ownership, 
thus creating a greater personal stake in success; 
3. Professionalism: for teachers, involvement in SBDM may lead to improved self- 
efficacy and professional confidence; 
4. Organizational Health: the use of SBDM can lead to improvements in both the 
organizational processes of schooling, as well as the core of schooling teaching 
and learning. 
5. Performance: student outcomes may improve through SBDM because 
stakeholders collaboratively decide on the needed programs and practices that 
uniquely fit each school (pp.22-32). 
Even though the philosophy behind SBDM is coherent, as mentioned above there is no 
standard model on which to draw coherent conclusions on the effectiveness of 
decentralized decision making authority. Murphy and Beck (1995) assert any analysis of 
SBDM can be plagued by the issue of noncompatability of cases (p.7). With this in 
mind, I will explore the results of analyses of SBDM in the current literature base. 
The Principal and School-Based Decision Making Councils 
Leadership practices by the school principal are crucial to the success of SBDM 
councils. Principals can provide true democratic SBDM practices or derail them to retain 
decision-making control for themselves (Parker and Leithwood, 2000 p. 41). The state of 
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Texas and the city of Chicago provide excellent examples of the role of the principal in 
SBDM. 
Chicago, in accordance with the 1988 School Reform Act, was mandated to 
establish Local School Councils (LSC s). Radnofsky (1992) reports that principals tend 
to dominate Chicago LSC s. Many teacher respondents in her study described the 
principal as the major mood-setter, decision maker, [and] gate-keeper running the 
school (p. 175). Other teacher respondents were satisfied with their principal s 
administration of LSC s, however, they almost always deferred to their principal s 
decisions on most matters (p.176). Malen (1999) concurs with this notion stating. 
Principals and teachers tend to manage through polite exchanges that mirror and 
maintain the traditional pattern of power wherein principals retain control over school- 
level policy and teachers retain discretion over classroom-level practices (p.211). 
Malen (1999) does acknowledge some settings where teachers report considerable 
influence on school policy. This happens, she contends, as a result of the principals 
willingness to share power (p. 211). Similarly, Bender Sebring and Bryk (2000) find 
that productive Chicago schools employ a principal that empowers their LSC s and keeps 
them well informed about the decisions that need to made at the school level (p. 441). 
Parker and Leithwood (2000) echo this sentiment and state that influential councils 
[have] facilitative principals who supported and endorsed the councils; provided 
information, knowledge, and skills worked closely with the council chair, and assisted 
the council to build connections with school staff (p.37). 
In 1995 Chicago amended its 1988 legislation with another reform package that 
focused on strengthening the system s central management and increasing local school 
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accountability (Shipps, Kahne, and Smylie, 1999, p.523). This 1995 legislation marked 
a turbulent time for Chicago schools. For example, by June of 1997 seven of thirty-eight 
probationary schools were reconstituted and 183 of about 700 teachers were told to find 
positions in other schools or take early retirement (Shipps, Kahne, and Smylie, 1999, 
p.525). The 1995 legislation gave ultimate political authority to run the school system to 
the mayor, who promptly dismantled the central office and school board, replacing them 
with a corporate-style management team headed by a CEO instead of a superintendent, 
and a five-member Reform Board of Trustees (p.523). LSC s were preserved, but now 
functioned within a more hierarchical governance structure (Bender Sebring and Bryk, 
2000, p.440; Shipps, Kahne, and Smylie, 1999, p.529). A high stakes testing program 
was also brought into existence post 1995. By 1997 the state announced that test score 
data documented gains system-wide, but the cause of the gains were in dispute. Backers 
of the 1988 legislation argued the gains were a result of decentralization and local school 
initiative, while the mayor declared the gains a result of the accountability that came with 
the high stakes testing program (Shipps, Kahne, and Smylie 1999, p.534). Because of the 
concurrent reform efforts it is impossible to say for sure what caused the achievement 
gains in Chicago. 
Texas also employs an SBDM model as part of its reform agenda. In 1995, then 
Governor George W. Bush signed into law the Ratliff-Sadler Act. This Act rescinded all 
previous education codes across the state and legislated new guidelines for Texas Public 
Schools. Embedded within this legislation was the mandate that all schools implement a 
site-based management program (Kemper and Teddlie, 2000, p.176). The results of a 
study conducted by Kemper and Teddlie (2000) revealed differences in the perceived 
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level of involvement between suburban and rural teachers compared to teachers in urban 
systems, the former having a higher level of involvement and the latter a lower level of 
involvement (p. 184). With this information Kemper and Teddlie (2000) conducted an in 
depth examination of two urban high schools to seek a better understanding of this 
phenomena. 
In the first school studied, only 25% of teachers believed SBDM had an impact on 
decision making at the school level, while 52% of teachers at the second school felt 
SBDM had an influence at the school (p.193). As a result of surveying and in depth 
interviews of teachers, the researchers found that the principal of each school seemed to 
set the tone and the structure of each SBDM team, which in turn set the stage for either 
the negative or positive teacher perception of SBDM. In school one, the principal seemed 
to undermine the process by self-appointing himself as the head of the SBDM committee 
and then continued to use his authority to control the decisions made by the SBDM team. 
His faculty felt that the focus of the committee was not set by those elected to serve on 
it, but by outsiders with their own agenda, specifically, the principal, the central office, 
and the school board (Kemper and Teddlie, 2000, p. 192). In the second school, teachers 
credited the leadership of the principal (who did not serve as head of the committee) and 
her adherence to the spirit in which the law was written, for the positive feelings they had 
for the SBDM process (p.193). This research shows that school decision making power 
grows out of the context in which it is practiced. This brings up a major problem when 
trying to measure academic achievement or lack there of as a result of SBDM models 
implemented in schools. Due to a lack of consistent model practiced throughout an 
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individual state, or district, it is difficult to attribute any success in the area of increased 
academic achievement to SBDM laws or policies. 
The Teacher and School-Based Decision Making 
Essential to the success of SBDM councils is the involvement of teachers (Parker 
and Leithwood, 2000, p.42). Because teachers are ultimately responsible for 
implementing educational policy at the classroom level, their buy-in and ownership of 
decisions made about the school are essential to effective implementation of SBDM 
policies. In an in depth study of SBDM councils in Ontario, Canada, Parker and 
Leithwood (2000) report that teachers have mixed opinions on the effectiveness of this 
type of reform in regard to classroom practice. They contend most teachers do not begin 
with a strong belief in its effectiveness, but can turn this opinion around under strong 
and supportive leadership (p.60). This leadership coupled with adequate SBDM training 
can help council members manage school business efficiently and effectively (p.61). 
Somech and Bogler (2002) claim that within the school restructuring movement 
schools will have to be more dependent on teachers who are committed to school goals 
and values, more willing to exert considerable effort and be strongly desirous of 
remaining in the organization (p. 556). They also suggest there is a defined link 
between participation in decision making and commitment (p.558). Because decisions 
are often generated by active participation , involvement in the process of decision 
making, they contend, enhances involvement and commitment because individuals tend 
to place trust and acceptance in information they themselves discover (p.559). This 
suggests teachers will become more actively involved and put forth less resistance to 
change if they are involved in the decision making process. 
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Some researchers, however, question whether or not teachers are even interested 
in the shared decision making process. Johnson (1998) argues that the call for teachers to 
be involved with decision making in schools may be met with excitement, but the 
demands associated with such effort may lead to increased resistance because teachers 
may be unwilling to take on a new role if it will require more time and effort. Evans- 
Stout (1998) claims teaching has been largely a culture of privacy and isolation (p. 121), 
which she insists does not necessarily imply affects that are all negative. Isolation, she 
contends, can be challenged by collaboration, in that the teacher may have to give up the 
ability to take individual action and possibly lose the latitude to teach in the way he sees 
fit without scrutiny (p.126). 
School as an Organization and School Based Decision Making 
The analysis of past reform movements in the United States does not suggest 
optimistic promises for the success of current reform agendas. Schools have remained 
largely static for a long time (Cuban, 2003; Cuban & Usdan; 2003; Fullan, 2003; Tyack 
& Cuban, 1995; Cuban, 1993). As a result of this seemingly unmoving organization, 
there are deeply embedded programs and practices that are resistant to change or possibly 
unable to envision how to bring about change. 
Shared decision making often involves changing the cultural norms of an 
organization, which may not be a comfortable situation for people used to doing things a 
certain way for years and years (Crow, 1998 p. 144-145). New teachers inherit and learn 
the cultural history of bureaucracy and isolation within the classroom, which has become 
a tradition of the public education system in the United States. Crow (1998) contends 
that administrators may claim their school is collaborative in order to gain legitimacy 
45 
from district, state, and community members without making any attempt to link their 
efforts to specific student outcomes (p.150). Joe Matthews, a high school principal, was 
stymied by the lack of discussion that ensued by faculty members when he attempted to 
bring collaborative decision making into his school. He states Schools have been 
involved in a bureaucratic regime where open discussion and sharing of opinions, ideas, 
and ideology often have been discouraged or even stifled (Matthews, 1998, p. 156). 
Teachers, he asserts, were at a loss as to how to make shared decision making happen. 
This is why he insists that the roles within the education process need to be 
reconceptualized and the perceived traditional roles must be eliminated if shared 
decision making has any chance to succeed. Tyack and Cuban (1995) write about this in 
terms of policy talk and policy action. Policy talk, they assert, is the diagnosis of 
problems and the advocacy of solutions. Policy action is sometimes referred to as 
educational reform, or the adoption of reforms by constituencies such as state legislators, 
school boards, or other authorities. Next, comes the actual implementation of the policy 
talk and policy action which, consists of putting reforms into practice [it is] often 
slower and much more complex than the first two (p.40). 
Conclusions 
The literature reviewed above focused on the three main components of systemic 
educational reform in the United States. Each focus area has both negative and positive 
attributes. At times, the issues can be contentious like educational accountability, or 
elusive like school-based decision making. Third wave reform efforts have been going 
strong for over a decade with no end in immediate sight. Each element described above 
coordinates with reform efforts taking place in the state of Massachusetts. 
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The review of literature focusing on standards, assessment and school based 
decision-making (SBDM) are complex and the information leaves questions to be 
answered in the context of state educational reform. Teachers experiences with these 
components of reform can help answer questions, such as (a) Do curriculum standards 
provide adequate guidance for teachers? (b) How do test results data inform the work of 
the teacher in the classroom? and (c) Do teachers feel that SBDM is a democratic forum 
that has power to make informed instruction decisions? 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHOD 
This proposed study utilizes qualitative research methods. Qualitative researchers 
seek to create meaning from social experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p.9). There 
are many paradigms, strategies of inquiry and methods of analysis upon which qualitative 
researchers can draw (Denzin & Lincoln, 2002, p. 18). Many of these methods 
encompass interpretive/constructive qualities, that is, the researcher seeks a method that 
will aid her/him in understanding and reporting the ways people in particular settings 
come to understand, account for, take action, and otherwise manage their day-to-day 
situations (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 6). The method selected for the purposes of this 
study is an interpretive approach. Within the bounds of qualitative research, an 
interpretive procedures takes a bottom-up approach, where the researcher enters into a 
study with an open mind, and searches for emerging patterns that in turn shed light on 
meaning. In other words, interpretivists believe it is possible to understand and give 
meaning to subjective actions and do so in an objective manner (Schwandt, 2000, 193). 
Using the interpretive paradigm, specifically the techniques and procedures for 
developing grounded theory, I propose to examine the lived experiences of 
Massachusetts public school teachers regarding the effects of the Education Reform Act 
of 1993 (MERA). Specifically, I am interested in honing in on teachers who teach in 
state-determined academically low performing schools as measured by the 
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS). Since the main purpose of 
MERA is to ensure that the state is meeting its constitutional responsibility to provide an 
adequate education to all students in the Commonwealth, it is worthwhile to examine 
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how MERA functions at the educational core, the classroom. This is of utmost 
importance in schools that are determined to be low performing, because it is at these 
schools that the state is likely not to be meeting its constitutional responsibility. Or, 
alternatively, the school or district has been unable to meet state requirements. 
Therefore, understanding the work of and impact upon teachers who are at the foundation 
of this academic core is an essential beginning to understanding the real impact of 
MERA. 
In seeking to understand the complexity of the effects of MERA, it is necessary to 
place teachers at the center of analysis. Teachers work daily with the trials and 
tribulations of MERA. The knowledge they possess about this subject cannot be found 
anywhere else. They possess what Baszanger (1997) calls operational knowledge 
(p.29). This term comes from Baszanger s (1997) study of doctor-patient relations 
regarding chronic pain and the mechanisms physicians use to decipher pain. Baszanger 
claims physicians, when diagnosing chronic pain, take into account many factors. These 
factors may include the environment, social and psychological factors, as well as 
consulting scientific sources (p.3). To truly answer her research question, Baszanger 
(1997) believed it was important to understand physicians operational knowledge about 
deciphering pain, and only the doctors themselves could provide this knowledge. In the 
same manner, I believe that to truly understand teachers and their work, one must study 
the operational knowledge that only teachers themselves possess. In carrying out their 
jobs, teachers need to take the theoretical underpinnings and mandates of MERA and 
make it work in their classrooms. An analysis of the operational knowledge of teachers 
working in low or under-performing schools may provide useful information regarding 
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this educational policy and how it is or has been interpreted and implemented by these 
teachers at the classroom, school and district level. 
There are many components of MERA, but three are directly related to teachers 
and their work in the classroom. They are (a) curriculum frameworks, (b) assessment 
system, and (c) local school councils. These features are not mutually exclusive of one 
another; each connects and supports the other. Figure 3.1 shows the relationship between 
these three important elements of MERA and how they connect to the work of teachers. 
Figure 3.1 Relationship: Teachers and MERA 
Curriculum Frameworks Assessment System 
Figure 3.1 shows the theory of action policymakers assume in the implementation of 
MERA in its relationship to the teacher; that is, what the policy is supposed to look like 
in action. Teachers are guided in what they teach within their classroom by the learning 
standards contained in the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks, which are developed 
in all subject areas. The assessment system (MCAS) links directly to the curriculum 
frameworks in that performance is measured based on these learning standards. The local 
school council (LSC) connects to teachers, the curriculum frameworks, and the 
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assessment system because the main mission of its members is to make decisions as to 
what procedures are necessary to ensure academic success for all students. LSC s are 
essentially responsible for the path to attainment in how the school manages this 
process. The law mandates that teachers are to be included as members of the LSC and 
one of the important aspects of the council is to keep other teachers within each school 
building up to date and informed about the decisions of its members. 
Tyack & Cuban (1995) state. It is the rare reform that performs and persists 
precisely according to plan (p. 60). They also contend that educational reform usually is 
brought about in three stages. The first, policy talk , is the diagnoses of problems and 
the advocacy of solutions. Stage two is referred to as policy action . The adoption of 
reforms happens at this stage, usually by school boards, state legislators or other 
authorities. The implementation stage is last and putting reforms into practice is the 
most complex of the three stages (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 40). 
A major part of this study is to look at the differences between the theory of action of 
MERA and the actual implementation of the policy through the perspectives of teachers. 
An investigation of teachers accounts of the features of MERA that directly relate to the 
work of teacher should reveal connections between the law and the daily operation of 
implementing the law. Specifically, I am interested in exploring teachers operational 
knowledge regarding whether and how the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks are 
guiding classroom instruction. Similarly, I am interested in understanding whether and 
how MCAS scores are guiding instructional decisions at the classroom level. Also, 
through this study I hope to uncover whether or not local school councils have the 
authority, from the teacher perspective, to make decisions that will help their individual 
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student populations increase achievement. Examining teachers working in academically 
low performing schools provides useful information on what teachers believe is the cause 
of this lackluster performance. Just as important, however, the examination of teachers 
perspectives in relationship to the theory of action of MERA provides insight as to 
whether certain aspects of the policy are being used to their fullest advantage. Also, the 
experiences of these teachers may inform policy as to how to go about boosting academic 
performance by directly addressing the needs of those in the academic core: the teacher 
in the classroom. 
According to Lincoln & Denzin (2000), when qualitative researchers set out on an 
investigation they must decide on a strategy of inquiry (p.367). This study uses grounded 
theory methods, originally developed by Glaser and Strauss in 1967, as the basis for data 
collection and analysis. My main guidance in grounded theory, however, comes from 
Strauss & Corbin s (1990, 1998) approach toward grounded theory methods, which they 
describe as theory derived from data, systematically gathered and analyzed through 
the research process (p. 12). More features regarding grounded theory methods are 
detailed below. 
Participants 
Sampling issues within the qualitative genre may be driven by a conceptual question 
and an explicit sampling frame may be needed (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p.29). To 
increase the reliability of my findings I am choosing what Miles & Huberman (1994) call 
a multiple case sampling. The case in this study is defined as an individual teacher. 
This type of sampling follows a replication strategy, which can strengthen the validity 
and stability of findings (p.29). All participants are elementary public school teachers 
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who presently teach in an underperforming school in the state of Massachusetts. To be 
considered for participation all teachers met the following criteria: (a) hold a current 
certification from the state of Massachusetts, (b) have taught at the low or 
underperforming school for at least five years, (c) teach a regular education classroom 
and (d) is not in an administrative position. 
Using multiple case sampling will allow me to apply what Strauss & Corbin 
(1998) call a constant comparative method of analysis. A more descriptive discussion of 
analysis will be found below. 
To increase the generalizability and validity of this study I chose participants from 
a variety of low or underperforming schools. This decision is based on what Miles & 
Huberman (1994, p.31) call analytic generality . To strengthen a conceptual finding the 
researcher must test or validate each finding across multiple cases with similar and 
contrasting characteristics (p.31). 
It is difficult to pinpoint the number of participants needed to complete some 
types of qualitative studies at the outset. Sampling using grounded theory methods is 
used to develop and refine concepts and ideas, not to increase the size of the sample 
(Charmez, 2000, p.519). Some qualitative research methods, grounded theory included, 
tend to be iterative or cyclical in nature (Dey, 1999; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Strauss & 
Corbin, 1997, 1998; Weiss, 1994; Wengraf, 2001). This means analysis begins with the 
first round of data collection and continues with each case until there is data saturation 
(Charmez, 2000; Miles & Huberman, 1994, Strauss & Corbin, 1998, 1998; Weiss, 1994). 
Data saturation is the point when data collection is not yielding any new and useful 
information during analysis and when all data can be readily classified, categories are 
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saturated, and sufficient numbers of regularities emerge (Miles & Huberman, 1994, 
p.62). 
A total of fourteen participants agreed to take part in this study, twelve women 
and three men. Both urban and suburban schools are represented in this sample with 
seven of each demographic. The number of years teaching ranges from five to twenty- 
six. The grades taught ranges from three to six. Five teachers level of education 
attainment are at the Bachelors level, three have earned a Masters degree, and six of the 
teachers have completed at least thirty credits beyond a Masters degree. The participants 
come from four different districts and six different schools. Table 3.1 lists demographic 
information relevant to this study. 
Table 3.1 Participant Demographic Information 
Name School District 
School 
Designation Gr. Education 
# years 
teaching 
Carla Vincent Witty U 6 M +30 9 
Lynn Griffin Witty u 6 M +30 9 
Eileen Hutchins Witty u 6 M +30 21 
Kurt Hutchins Witty u 6 M +30 13 
Jack Roberts Boyton u 5 M +30 15 
Lori Roberts Boyton u 3 M 26 
Carrie Roberts Boyton u 4 M +30 14 
Julie Brown Leslie s 6 M 7 
' Jessica Rowski Welton s 3 B 15 
Sasha Rowski Welton s 6 B 5 
Stella Rowski Welton s 6 B 23 
Kiera Rowski Welton s 6 M 12 
Mary Rowski Welton s 4 B 21 
Ruby Rowski Welton s 5 B 18 
Key: B = Bachelors Degree M = Masters Degree, S = Suburban, U = Urban 
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Procedure 
Weiss (1994) claims that studies based on qualitative interviews in the social 
sciences have contributed in fundamental ways to our understanding of society and 
ourselves (p.12). Fontana & Frey (2000) say that interviewing is one of the most 
common and powerful ways in which we try to understand our fellow human beings 
(p.645). The type of interview chosen for this study is the semi-structured interview. 
According to Wengraf (2001) this type of interview is designed to have some questions 
prepared in advance, but is also designed to be sufficiently open because one cannot 
predict participant responses, and must therefore be ready to improvise based on these 
responses (p.5). It also allows the researcher to venture into territory that may not have 
been anticipated and open other areas of inquiry to use in future interviews (Merriam, 
1998, p.74). 
The interviews conducted for this study ranged in time from forty-five minutes to 
120 minutes and took place between January and May of 2005. All interviews were tape 
recorded and transcribed. The interviews focused on the following three components of 
MERA: (a) curriculum frameworks, (b) assessment scores (MCAS) and (c) local school 
councils. With regards to the curriculum frameworks, I was interested in finding out 
whether or not teachers are using them to guide instruction within the individual 
classroom. I asked probing questions about how the frameworks guide lesson plan 
development and whether teachers have the proper materials to teach to the frameworks. 
A secondary part of this line of questioning was to see if teachers were accountable to 
administration to prove they were using frameworks and whether administration followed 
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up. Another way of phrasing this is: Do teachers believe that principals really know what 
is going on in classrooms? 
A second goal of the interviews was to find out whether teachers are using 
assessment scores to guide instruction, and if so, how. Assessment scores should be used 
for more than just categorizing a student in an achievement band. Scores are useful in 
identifying areas of weakness in academic categories and sub-categories. If assessment 
scores are closely examined, they can pinpoint weaknesses and instruction can be 
targeted accordingly. 
The Massachusetts Department of Education placed great emphasis on school 
based decision-making authority at the individual school level within MERA. Since 
schools populations differ, it is important to implement curriculum that will help 
students within each individual school increase academic achievement. This type of 
decision supposedly can be made by the local school council (LSC). Each school council 
is required to have at least one teacher as member and decisions made by the council 
should be disseminated to the entire faculty. The final part of the interview process 
focused on LSC s and whether or not teachers are aware of the decisions made by the 
council and if teachers believe these councils have true decision-making authority. 
Analysis 
Grounded theory methodology allows theory to emerge from data and does not 
necessitate that the researcher have a preconceived theory in mind at the beginning of a 
project (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.12). In grounded theory, analysis begins with the first 
interview or observation, which leads to more data collection and analysis, (p.42). 
Alternating data collection and analysis is done purposefully as it allows for sampling 
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on the basis of emerging data [and] enables validation of concepts and 
hypotheses (p.46). 
Coding is the major vehicle in which analysis is conducted when using grounded 
theory methods, however, there are different variations of coding which are not 
necessarily linear in nature. According to Strauss & Corbin (1998) the purposes of 
coding can be summarized as: 
1. Build rather than test theory. 
2. Provide researchers with analytic tools for handling masses of raw data. 
3. Help analysts to consider alternative meanings of phenomena. 
4. Be systematic and creative simultaneously. 
5. Identify, develop, and relate the concepts that are the building blocks of theory 
(p.13). 
As stated above, coding procedures using grounded theory methods are not 
necessarily linear in nature; however, doing a thorough microanalysis (also called open 
coding) at the beginning of a project can help the researcher uncover new concepts and 
novel relationships and to systematically develop categories in terms of their properties 
and dimensions (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.71). Properties are defined as characteristics 
or attributes of categories, the delineation of which defines and gives meaning (Strauss & 
Corbin, p.101). Dimensions correspond to the location of a property along a continuum 
(p. 117). This line by line analysis is an important step in theory development. It is the 
point at which data are broken down into discrete parts, closely examined, and 
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compared for similarities or difference (p.102). This allows for early creation of 
conceptual categories. 
Once initial categories are developed, axial and selective coding procedures can 
take place. According to Strauss & Corbin (1998), axial coding is the process by which 
categories are related to subcategories in order to form more precise explanations about 
the phenomena under investigation (p. 124). This process helps to answer questions 
such as why or how come, where, when, and how with what results, and in doing so 
uncover relationships among categories (p. 127). 
Analysis employing the process of selective coding helps to integrate and refine 
emerging theories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.143). This analytical procedure pushes the 
analyst to choose one or more central categories or themes that encompass other 
categories to form an explanatory whole (p.146). There are several techniques that aid 
in theory integration and refinement; they include processes such as (a) reviewing 
memos, (b) diagramming, (c) checking for internal consistency, and (d) filling in poorly 
developed categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, pp. 153-158). 
As stated earlier, grounded theory methods tend to iterative or cyclical in nature. 
The process begins with the first data collection episode and continues until data 
saturation. Analyses using open, axial, and selective coding were used throughout this 
study. Data saturation occurred after the tenth interview. I decided to do four more 
interviews to make sure I was at the point of saturation. 
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Data Management 
It is becoming routine for researchers to use computer-assisted software to support 
them in the analysis of qualitative studies (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Merriam; 1998; 
Miles & Huberman, 1994; Ryan & Bernard, 2000; Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Weiss, 1994). 
To assist me in data management I employed the use of the qualitative software program 
QRS N6 distributed by Sage Publications. All transcripts were imported into this 
software program for data management purposes. Coding procedures took place within 
the QRS N6 program, as well as traditional cut and paste methods. An important 
feature of the QRS N6 software includes a system for writing memos. Memos are kept 
by researchers for a number of reasons, and should be used during all phases of a study. 
Memos can be used to store records of analysis, interpretations, leads for further data 
collection, refinement of categories, and relationships among categories (Charmez, 2000; 
Miles & Huberman, 1994; Strauss & Corbin 2000; Wengraf, 2001). Detailed memos 
were kept throughout this study, which assisted in me the data management and analysis 
processes. It is important to note that qualitative software programs allows the analyst to 
manage data efficiently and to aid in theory development; these programs do not produce 
theory. 
T rustworthiness 
Qualitative researchers seek to provide their audience with an account of the 
phenomena under study as honestly and fully as possible (Rossman & Rallis, 1998, p.45). 
One way to accomplish this is to conduct member checks throughout the course of the 
study (Janesick, 2000; Rossman & Rallis, 1998; Seidman, 1998). Member checks give 
the participants of a study the opportunity to review the material elicited by the 
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interviewer. This allows the participant a chance to reflect and examine transcripts to see 
if there is anything they want to add or possibly want to withhold from the study. All 
participants were given the option of reviewing their transcripts, only two elected to do so 
Another avenue of trustworthiness comes in the form of data triangulation. In the 
qualitative paradigm this can be accomplished by using multiple case sampling (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994) and the grounded theory method of constant comparison (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1998). Throughout the process of analysis all themes and patterns were checked 
using these techniques. 
Confronting one s bias is another technique that adds to the trustworthiness of a 
study. Strauss & Corbin (1998) aptly call this waving the red flag (p.97). They believe 
analysts have biases, beliefs, and assumptions they bring to an investigation; and it is 
important to recognize when researcher biases intrude into analysis (p.97) Janesick 
(2000) believes it is important to probe one s biases during all phases of a study (p.389). 
To address this issue of trustworthiness, stated below are what I believe are my potential 
biases. 
I am a teacher working in an underperforming school who is investigating the 
work of teachers in underperforming schools. The purpose of this study is to truly 
understand what is happening in the minds of teachers about the effects of MERA. After 
watching my colleagues and administrators work tirelessly to help improve that academic 
performance of students at our underperforming school, and with only slight gains, I 
knew the lack of gains were not caused by a lack of effort and poorly skilled teachers. I 
truly want to understand what is happening with other teachers in other underperforming 
schools. I acknowledge the need for me to understand and recognize my thoughts and 
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beliefs surrounding the issues I intend to investigate, but I also comprehend the need to 
be open to the differing thoughts of others as well. 
% 
During my interviews with participants I made sure my side of the interview 
focused on questions of inquiry, that is, I did not intend to share my side of the story. I 
did not want to influence participants thoughts, nor did I want them to provide answers 
they felt I might approve of and agree with. I also made sure I did not personally know 
any of the participants. Nor did I have any affiliation with or knowledge about their 
particular schools. 
Another strategy to enhance trustworthiness is what Merriam (1998, p. 204) calls 
peer examination, where colleagues comment on findings as they emerge. Similarly, 
Rossman & Rallis (1998) call this the use of a critical friend , which can strengthen the 
value of findings (p. 45). Throughout this process I have worked with two critical 
friends , who are colleagues of mine at the University of Massachusetts. We provided 
peer reviews of each other s writing and met periodically to discuss our findings. The 
next chapter reveals the results of findings after thorough analyses of participant 
transcripts were complete. 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 
The results of this study are based on the thoughts and ideas of fourteen 
thoughtful, professional and conscientious teachers. The participants in this study 
provided me with insights on what it is like working in low or underperforming public 
elementary schools in the state of Massachusetts. While these results are not meant to be 
representative of all teachers in this position, they do represent teachers with varied 
teaching experience, levels of education and type of school (urban and suburban). The 
results in this chapter are broken down into sections that focus on the three components 
of educational reform in the state of Massachusetts that are related to teachers and their 
work in the classroom. They are, (a) the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks, (b) the 
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System and (c) Local School Councils. 
Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks 
One of the major underpinnings of the Massachusetts Education Reform Act 
(MERA) of 1993 was the formulation and adoption of curriculum frameworks. 
Presumably, the frameworks would be the first part of the reform effort to affect 
teachers work, because it is a guideline for content instruction within the classroom. 
Never before did teachers have a state document that dictated to them what areas of 
curriculum needed to be covered for a specific grade level. Previous to these documents 
being released, teachers usually taught from the textbooks their districts provided or 
followed a curriculum developed locally and adopted by a school committee. 
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This study concentrates on the following questions about the curriculum frameworks: 
1. What do teachers think about the adoption of the frameworks? 
2. How are the frameworks used to plan instruction? 
3. Is there any accountability from administration on the implementation of the 
frameworks within the classroom? 
These inquiries related to the frameworks are pertinent to this study because 
schools are identified as low or underperforming by an assessment system that is directly 
related to the learning standards within the frameworks. It is important to understand if 
teachers are basing their instruction on these learning standards and if there is any form 
of accountability in place to ensure teachers are doing so. 
I like the frameworks, but 
As mentioned in the introduction, the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks 
have undergone revisions over the years. All but two teachers brought this up during the 
interview process. As Carla states: 
I think the frameworks are still works in progress. . . .So it s tough when you re 
required and mandated to be accountable to that work in progress. I mean they re 
constantly revising them. When they revised the Social Studies framework, it s a 
whole new framework. . .we teach totally different subjects in grade six than we 
taught two years ago. 
Similarly, Kurt states I have more framework books than I know what to do with, it 
seems like we get new ones every year. I always have to check the dates to make sure 
they are current. He goes on further to say. You don t know what to teach. . . .1 mean if 
you re trying to standardize your curriculum and it s changing year to year it s going to 
take a few years to adjust. It is important to state, however, that even though it has been 
a challenge to teach the frameworks with all the revisions, all the participants are 
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overwhelmingly in favor of them, with one major exception; the amount of content 
material to be covered during one school year. 
The participants all agree that having a document that explicitly defines what 
areas are to be covered for each grade level is helpful and a significant part of the daily 
work of the teacher. As Jack, a teacher in the Boyton district, states, the frameworks, to 
me, is the most important part of this reform. Now there is a clear understanding as to 
what we are supposed to be teaching. Eileen, a teacher the Welton district, discusses her 
experience with curriculum before the frameworks were adopted. She states: 
When I first started teaching I remember asking the principal what I was supposed 
to teach, and she said, Well we have books. Teach what s in those books. At the 
time it struck me as a very obtuse response because these books were huge and I 
couldn t see covering everything, and I guess my question was what do I skip and 
what do I stick with? So with education reform, what I think of primarily is that 
we have more set curricula to follow. It gives us a focus that was lacking before. 
Having the frameworks also helps in terms of student mobility across schools and 
districts. Ruby reflects about this and states, I think it s nice to have everyone 
basically on the same page, doing the same things and working towards improvement. 
You definitely need the frameworks. You need a starting point on where to go. 
Likewise, Jessica states. The frameworks are an excellent tool for teachers. We are 
all teaching the same standards of what each child needs to learn in each grade level. 
It s good that we teach the same standards as Granly, Filmore and all the other 
districts across the state. Both Kiera and Carla talked about this issue in terms of 
teachers knowing what they are accountable for in their teaching. 
But, as much as the participants like having the frameworks to guide their 
instruction there is a downside, Kurt explains, The frameworks tell me what is 
expected of me, which is good .. .but getting from there to actually implementing 
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them is another whole argument and I don t think the state looks at that. The biggest 
obstacle in the implementation of the frameworks, according to participants, is the 
amount of material to be covered in a school year. Carla states, I teach in the sixth 
grade and the amount of actual material that they expect in sixth grade science is 
astronomical . Sasha states, I think they [the frameworks] are age appropriate and 
grade appropriate, but they are hard to finish because of all the backtracking. 
Nearly all participants brought up the issue of backtracking . Backtracking 
means that the students entering their classrooms at the beginning of each school year 
are not fully prepared to begin the work as outlined in the frameworks for the current 
year. Part of the problem is the massive amount of information children are expected 
to leam at each grade level. The second part of the problem identified by teachers is 
that many of their students do not come to school with proper readiness skills, which 
puts these students at a severe disadvantage right from the start of their school 
careers. 
All participants, ranging from grade three through grade six, believe the 
backtracking issue is a major impediment towards improving academic 
achievement in their classes and schools. It is also an obstacle they feel is one they 
have been unable to overcome. Sasha and Kiera both teach sixth grade at the Rowski 
School and were told by their math coordinator that because their students were so 
lacking in basic skills they were only to teach addition, subtraction, multiplication and 
division until the end of January during math class. Kiera states, My math 
coordinator gave us this directive, so beginning in February I was supposed to get 
everything else in from the frameworks and it s just too much in that small time 
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period. It is important to note that sixth grade students must take the mathematics 
portion of the MCAS each year. Kiera also laments the fact that because of this 
directive her students are missing out on important instruction in other subject areas. 
When asked if the frameworks were teachable in a year s time, Eileen had this to 
say: 
What s problematic is that the range is so huge. In English Language Arts I m 
supposed to cover fiction, non-fiction, poetry and I m supposed to incorporate 
technology. I deal with a population that is very literal. I can t get all the 
frameworks in because my students are at one level and I m bringing them to 
another level, but it s not necessarily the level contained in the frameworks. . . .So 
they are not necessarily at mastery at the end of the year, but in general they re 
much further along than they were at the beginning of the year. 
Similarly, Mary tries her best to get all the frameworks in, but feels she is sacrificing 
depth of knowledge for breadth of knowledge. She states, I have so many kids who 
need extra time, and I feel like I want to give them that extra time, but then I have to 
go on. You have to go on because you ve got so much to cover. Jack talks about 
how his fifth graders came to him at the beginning of the school year being 
unprepared for the material covered in the fifth grade frameworks. He states: 
Only about eight out of my twenty-five students are actually able to handle the 
kind of work I m supposed to cover. I have a few that count on their fingers. 
Most don t know their multiplication facts . . . they don t understand that 
multiplication is just repeated addition. I mean they need a huge infusion of 
number sense. So now I m faced with bringing these kids up to speed and 
teaching them the fifth grade material. The task is daunting. 
Kurt talks about this issue in a way that takes what he calls social variations into 
account. He claims the frameworks assume that every kid who walks into your room 
has this, this, this and this covered. But in reality you have 75% of kids who are clearly 
not on grade level in math. . .and when three-quarters of them aren t [on grade level] you 
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just can t go on . For this reason he claims his class falls further and further behind and 
then he and the kids are labeled as non-performing. He goes on to say. 
It has nothing to do with performance, it has to do with do with the fact that you 
can t teach something that needs multiplication tables if the kids don t know their 
multiplication tables. That s a real problem. You can t take X number of 
thousands of students at the sixth grade level in the state of Massachusetts and say 
they re all the same. 
It is important to note that the teachers in this study do not place the blame 
students being ill prepared on the teachers who teach at the grade levels below them. 
They believe their students come to school academically behind compared to students 
from schools that are passing MCAS. Carrie points out. Our kids come to Kindergarten 
not knowing their letters and numbers, most schools start to teach kids reading when they 
get to Kindergarten. We are always playing catch-up. Jessica provides this explanation: 
We are doing the best we can. Our students are improving, but not at the rate the 
state would like. It seems like an impossible task. The kids come to us with a 
deficit of knowledge and we try to bring them up to speed, but it s just not 
happening. We need more early intervention, that s the only thing I can think of 
that will help. 
Eileen talks about this issue in a different way. She doesn t refer to readiness skills per 
se, but she points out the fact that her school is home to a large proportion of second 
language learners. She feels the teachers at her school, and schools like hers, have a 
challenge to face that other schools do not. Not only does she have to teach to the 
learning standards, she is doing so with a student population whose first language is not 
English. She states: . . . the kids in my group with the lowest MCAS scores in the 
fourth grade were the kids who basically have problems with the English language. They 
were either from a non-English speaking home or they were immigrants. 
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The issue of backtracking is something the teachers feel is one the major barriers to 
improved academic performance. It is also an issue they feel is out of their control. It is 
a source of frustration because they believe they are working extremely hard to increase 
academic performance with very little results. 
Frameworks and Teacher Accountability 
Another inquiry involving the frameworks revolves around the issue of 
accountability. What I mean by this is whether or not teachers are held accountable by 
principals to make sure they are indeed teaching to the frameworks. My analysis focuses 
on whether or not school administrators have a process in place to make sure teachers are 
basing instruction the learning standards within the frameworks. 
I asked participants whether or not principals required them to, in a formal manner, 
include frameworks in their lesson planning. The frameworks are broken down into 
standards, similar to an objective, and each has a corresponding number. I also asked if 
principals came to their classrooms, formally or informally, to check to see if instruction 
was framework based. 
All of the teachers at the Rowski School do not have to cite the standards in their 
lesson plans. Kiera states, Not only do we do not have to list the frameworks, our 
principal stopped collecting our lesson plan books back in November. Mary affirms this 
notion. For a while my principal checked our plans and then he just stopped. I think he 
just didn t have enough time to check. 
Once I ascertained this to be a pattern with the teachers at Rowski I asked how often 
the principal came to their classrooms, formally or informally, to see what was 
happening. Mary talks about when her principal stopped checking the plan books, I 
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think he was supposed to come in and just do like walk-ins and see what was going on 
and check the plans books while he was doing the walk-ins, but he really never got 
around to do that. Jessica said, If he [principal] comes in and observes you, you better 
be able to cite what standards you were using in your lesson. I asked how often this 
happens and Jessica stated, He observed me once this year for five minutes and that was 
the end of that. Kiera echoed this. He came in once just to see what was going on and 
he hasn t been back since ... .1 know he does not have a good understanding of what 
goes on in our classrooms. I asked Stella if she felt her principal knew whether or not his 
teachers were teacher to the frameworks. She had this to say, He doesn t know. He 
might think he knows, but he doesn t. We re all doing our own thing because we know 
nobody s really watching us. 
Some schools do, however, mandate that teachers cite the frameworks in their lesson 
plans. Both Eileen and Kurt work at Hutchins and they are required to cite the framework 
standards in their lesson plans. Eileen explains: 
Our principal requires that we align our English Language Arts and Math lesson 
plans with the state curriculum frameworks. We ve been doing this for two years. 
We e-mail her our plans every Friday. Before then it was understood for several 
years that we were doing it, but we were never asked to submit how our lessons 
aligned with the curriculum frameworks. 
Kurt believes that this mandate has made him become a better teacher of writing. He 
states, 
I became a much better teacher of writing by following the standards in the 
frameworks. I finally had a clear focal point on what to teach. I was able to 
eliminate some of the stuff I was teaching prior to the frameworks and add some 
topics that I wasn t. 
My next question to the teachers at Hutchins was whether or not their principal came to 
their classrooms to check that they were implementing was written in their lesson plans. 
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Both teachers agree that their principal does not have a firm grasp on what happens 
within their classrooms. Eileen explains, I know for a fact that she [principal] does not 
know what goes on in my room because she came into my classroom once this year for 
two minutes. She goes on further to say. What she knows about what goes on in my 
classroom is what she sees on the attachment on the e-mail I send her every Friday with 
my plans. 
Lynn teaches in the same district as Kurt and Eileen and is not is required to cite 
the frameworks in her lesson plans. Lynn explained that is was a requirement several 
years ago, but it has since stopped. When asked why, Lynn said I don t know why it 
stopped, but I kind of want to believe that they had some faith in us that we were doing 
what we are supposed to do. Lori, who teaches at another school in another district, 
says she is required to post any corresponding frameworks on all bulletin board displays, 
but is not required to cite them in her lesson plans. Julie from the Welton district states 
that this is the first year teachers are required to write the learning standards for lessons in 
plan books. When asked if her principal had any way to gauge whether her teaching is 
based on the frameworks, Mary said, If he came in and saw a lesson or read my plans he 
would know right off the bat it was part of the frameworks. When asked how often her 
principal visits her classroom Mary said he hardly ever comes around to check. 
The Sacrifice of Subjects 
The last issue of inquiry regarding the curriculum frameworks is about whether or 
not subjects such as Science and Social Studies are being neglected for subjects that are 
used to determine whether a school is low or underperforming: Math and English 
Language Arts (ELA). Currently, those are the only two subjects students need to pass, 
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as measured by MCAS, in order to graduate from high school. These two subjects are 
also used at the elementary level to determine if a school is designated as 
underperforming or making Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), a designation brought 
about by the federal No Child Left Behind legislation. 
All participants strongly agree that the subjects of Science and Social Studies are 
pushed by the wayside in order to devote more time on learning to Math and ELA. Carla 
states, . . . because Math and ELA are passable promotional subjects, it is important to 
get them to the mastery level so they can excel on the MCAS. She explains further. 
We talk about it at every faculty meeting. The message is quite clear . . . teach these 
subjects to the detriment of all else . . . the detriment being any subjects that s not part of 
our AYP. Stella, Kiera and Sasha, the sixth grade teachers from the Rowksi School, all 
talk about a directive they were given from their principal and math coordinator. Earlier, 
it was stated they were told to only teach basic arithmetic skills until January. About the 
same time they were directed to scale back on ELA lessons. Kiera explains. We were 
told to teach math until lunch time, then the kids have their specials [art, music], so that 
left us with about thirty minutes to teach all other subjects. Stella is upset about not 
being able to teach the other subjects. She states, 
We just got a notice from the DOE stating that in 2009 students are going to have 
to pass the Science portion of the MCAS in order to graduate. And when our 
students hit seventh grade next year they re going to have to take the MCAS in 
ELA .... It s so important to the administration at this school that we pass math 
MCAS, they don t seem to care about how much knowledge these kids are going 
to be missing. 
Jessica echoes these sentiments. Because our AYP is determined based on our MCAS in 
Math and ELA, that s all they want us to teach. What we ve done is basically limited our 
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students background knowledge to be successful when they get up to the higher grade 
levels. 
Lori, who teaches in the Boyton district, says the staff at her school is quite 
concerned about academic subject areas being pushed to the side in favor of the tested 
subjects. She states. Our students have science once a week. That s not anywhere near 
enough. Carla also weighs in, Even if there is enough time in the day . . . you can t 
stay on pacing and get the math taught according to the frameworks in a year. Obviously, 
there s not enough time in the day to get this done, never mind other subjects like Science 
and Social Studies. 
Eileen, who teaches in the Witty district, also expressed concern about the 
sacrifice of certain subject areas. Eileen explained she tried to get a few units of Social 
Studies in, but failed and did not teach Science from February on because of the 
impending MCAS tests. She went on further to explain the decision to teach some 
subjects in favor of others came from an administrative directive. She states. The 
directive came down in a teacher s meeting. It s definitely been understood at various 
meetings. It s definitely been an undercurrent that we need to be focusing on the areas so 
that kids will pass the test. 
Summary of Conclusions: The Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks 
The teachers impressions of issues revolving around the Massachusetts 
Curriculum Frameworks are complex. While teachers are overwhelmingly positive about 
the adoption of the frameworks, they are frustrated by the fact they cannot seem to cover 
grade level standards in one school year. Typically, this is because they claim their 
students are coming into to their classrooms ill prepared for what needs to be covered at 
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the current grade level. Another problem is the difficulty of covering the learning 
standards within the frameworks in a single school year. This is an obstacle the teachers 
have not been able to overcome and they do not have any answers as how to rectify the 
situation. 
Also exposed by the interviews is the fact that many teachers are not required to 
cite framework standards in their lesson plans. To complicate things further, most 
teachers do not believe their principals have a firm grasp about what is going on in their 
individual classrooms. Put another way, there seems to be little if any teacher 
accountability in terms of basing their instruction to the frameworks. 
Lastly, because EL A and math are the only two subjects used to determine if a 
school is designated as low or underperforming, subjects such as Science and Social 
Studies are pushed aside. In one case ELA was pushed aside because sixth graders only 
have to take the Math portion of the MCAS. Teachers voiced their objections over this 
strategy, but felt they have no choice and must obey directives from administration. 
Accountability 
This section will focus on issues surrounding accountability, including the use of 
the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) as a high-stakes test, and 
more importantly and, whether and how MCAS results (data) are used to guide and 
improve instruction. Lastly, this section will focus on the development and 
implementation of School Improvement Plans, including documented strategies used to 
improve academic achievement. 
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The Issue of High Stakes for Students 
As noted in the introduction, beginning with the class of 2003, Massachusetts 
law required students to pass both the English Language Arts (ELA) and Math portions 
of the MCAS in order to graduate from high school. Also noted was the fact that certain 
cohorts of students are not passing these tests, thus denying them a high school diploma. 
Typically, students attending schools in high poverty districts are not passing at the same 
rate as districts with more wealth. 
The issue of high-stakes testing is controversial. Many well respected national 
organizations (i.e.: American Psychological Association, American Education Research 
Association) have published statements denouncing the use of high stakes testing as sole 
the criteria from making educational decisions. Nearly all of the participants in this study 
agree with the position taken by these national organizations, but they do believe in 
testing. It is the high stakes attached to MCAS that makes them feel uneasy. Stella, from 
the Rowski School, explains, I don t hate the MCAS. I don t hate what it stands for . . . 
it can be a good tool, but I don t think one test should be held as a means for graduation. 
Carla agrees with this notion. She thinks students who attend high school and pass other 
local requirements should get a diploma. She goes on further to say, I think the test is 
important and if you pass you should get positive kudos. It should be noted on the 
diploma that not only did the student pass certain requirements, they also passed the 
MCAS. 
Kiera, Ruby and Eileen firmly believe that not all students are good test takers 
and the high stakes attached to MCAS will deny intelligent, hard working students the 
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opportunity to graduate from high school. Kurt agrees. His school population has a high 
amount of students whose first language is not English, and he says. 
From what I ve seen, MCAS is primarily a reading test. Even on the math 
portion, if you have a hard time reading and comprehending what the test is 
asking of you, you re dead in the water. Some of my kids can do math really 
well, and they can do hands-on activities in math and science really well. They 
understand the concepts through this teaching methodology, but if they have a 
reading or writing deficit because they re second language learners they re not 
going to be able to show what they really know on an MCAS test. 
Jack talks about this issue in terms of the difficulty his students face on the Math portion 
of the MCAS: 
Many students ability to understand and use English is very shaky at this school. 
Word problems are so difficult. On MCAS, ninety percent of the test is stated in 
some form of a word problem. Last year there were probably two or three 
questions that were just straight calculation. So, the language barrier is a huge 
factor. . . . Most of my can kids can calculate extremely well, but when we do 
word problems they can only do them if we do it together step by step. The 
vocabulary in the word problems and the way in which they are worded is just too 
much for kids who are in the process of learning to read and write in English. 
The issue of high stakes, while unpopular with participants, is not going to go 
away anytime soon. As a researcher I did not want to dwell on an issue that is beyond 
teachers control, but I thought it was important to get a feel for teachers position on 
high-stakes testing. The study participants all teach at the elementary level, but they 
understand and have opinions on what is going to happen to their students in the future in 
terms of the high stakes nature of MCAS. More importantly, however, I wanted to focus 
on MCAS results and if and how they are used to guide instruction. 
Data Analysis 
In many instances in order to make improvements, weaknesses must be identified 
and solutions must be developed and implemented. The Massachusetts Department of 
Education (MDOE) releases a massive amount of data to schools and districts each year. 
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The data is based on MCAS test results. The data is broken down in several ways. 
Schools will get aggregate scores. Scores are also disaggregated into categories such as 
ethnicity, special education, low-income and Limited English Proficient. There are 
individual student scores and classroom scores. The results for individual students are 
broken down according to what questions each child got right or wrong. It also provides 
the answer each child gave on each particular question. Each question is also labeled to 
correspond with the particular framework learning standard. While very specific, the 
information schools receive from the state does not group individual or cohorts of 
students, with like needs, in regard to certain skills. Schools or districts themselves must 
analyze the data further to see where strengths and weaknesses lie, in order to target 
instruction more effectively. My inquiry in this area focuses on how and if this data is 
being used to improve academic achievement. 
Data Specifics 
The majority of participants in this study describe the use of data to drive 
instruction as not specific enough. Also, in some instances this information is just 
beginning to be shared with teachers and in the case of teachers at the Rowski School, 
they were still waiting to be given their schools 2003-2004 school year MCAS results 
over a year after they were released. 
Questions on MCAS are divided into three categories, a) multiple choice, b) open- 
response and c) short answer. Lynn, from the Witty District describes the extent to which 
her school has disaggregated MCAS results. It has been brought to our attention that the 
open response questions are an area where students seem to need improvement. She 
further adds that her school has been trying to rectify this situation by providing students 
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with more opportunities to show their answers and then explain in writing how students 
arrived at the answers. When asked if data is disaggregated down to a specific skill level 
so weaknesses can be targeted for instructional purposes, she said I don t believe so, if it 
was it was just glossed over . . . nothing that made a lasting impression on me. When 
asked this same question, Lori from the Boyton district replied that in her district data 
was disaggregated at the specific skill level. She further explains, however, that this 
process has only been in effect for a short period of time and has only been done in the 
subject area of English Language Arts. 
We have a committee who took a course at Harvard. They study the data and 
present it to the faculty. . . .What they ve done is examine every question and 
looked at the number of correct and incorrect responses. They identified what 
type of question it is and the content related to it. Now we know what is 
necessary to improve upon in our teaching and hopefully it will bring up our 
MCAS scores. 
Carla believes her school needs to do more in terms of data analysis. She explained that 
the teachers at her school are given MCAS test result information, but are left on their 
own to do the analysis. She explains. They really don t get that specific. They really 
just say look at it yourself, figure out which questions students didn t do well on and see 
how you can teach it better this year . Problems like this led me to ask participants if 
they understood how to analyze data. 
It is important that teachers have a clear understanding of the achievement levels 
of student cohorts within the school. Many participants were unable to answer, or very 
vague in their answers to this question. When asked is she knew what cohorts of kids are 
passing or not passing at her school, Lynn said, I really don t. I do remember that 
information being shared with us at one staff meeting a while back. Later in the 
interview we revisited this issue. I inquired if the school targets a specific population of 
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students to help them pass. She answered, I don t know anything about that, and I don t 
ever recall us sitting down and breaking our students down by groupings that they base 
AYP on. 
Lori, from the Roberts School, said her school does disaggregate data down to 
the skill level, but only in the area of English Language Arts. It is a relatively new 
strategy on the part of her school, as it has only happened in the last two years. Prior to 
this point the principal at her school may have looked at the MCAS data, but not the 
teachers. Lori, however, was less clear about the achievement levels of student cohorts. 
She states, I should know this. Yes, the African American students are not passing. 
And I don t know about the other cohorts. . .the special education students are not 
passing. I might be wrong. I feel like maybe I m wrong. Julie from the Brown School 
in the Leslie district also is unable to identify the achievement levels of any student 
cohorts within her school. She states, I can probably guess what they re weak on . .. 
just by looking at their daily work. When asked if she thought it would be useful to 
have this sort of data analysis, she answered, Yes, but I could probably zero in on those 
areas, too. 
The teachers at the Rowski School all related the fact that they are still waiting to 
see results from the 2004 MCAS. Jessica states, they talked about showing it to us, but 
then they never got around it. Sasha said that information about MCAS results was sent 
home to parents, but teachers received no information. When asked if this was the norm, 
Sasha said they did get limited information on MCAS results for 2002 and 2003. Kiera 
concurs. They would give us scores, but they wouldn t talk much about it, about how we 
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did as a whole school. It seemed like nobody really cared, so people didn t think it was a 
big deal. 
Data Analysis: Teacher Comfort and Competence Levels 
Most teachers agree that professional development opportunities in the area of 
data analysis would be beneficial. They believe they did not get this information when 
studying to become a teacher, and do not have the requisite knowledge to do a good job 
in this area. Jessica and Sasha from the Rowski School believe they could figure out how 
to analyze data if asked to do so. Ruby says she has no problem analyzing data. The 
rest of the Rowksi teachers, however, are not comfortable analyzing data. Mary and 
Stella believe it is important for teachers to understand the process of data analysis, but 
don t know where teachers would find the time to do it. Stella explains, 
I think doing it [analysis] ourselves makes a lot of sense, but finding the time is 
next to impossible... .In order to do a decent job of analysis we d have to spend a 
lot of time outside the classroom and that doesn t make sense if we want our 
students to improve. 
Eileen from the Hutchins School concurs, I think it would be more helpful if we did it 
[analysis] ourselves. If we re not given the extra time to do it, the next best thing would 
be to have someone analyze it for us. 
Having competent people analyze and disseminate data results is the option most 
participants prefer. Although, as mentioned earlier. Ruby has no problem with data 
analysis, she would rather have others do it. She states, Because of the amount of time it 
takes to do, I would prefer someone else give us the information, then we can take that 
information and decide on a remedy. Likewise, Lynn believes data analysis is an 
administrative function and teachers should concentrate solely on using the information 
to improve their teaching within the classroom. Because she is a math person , Sasha 
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believes she would do okay at data analysis, but feels that because results do not come 
out until November it would be better for someone else to do the analysis. She states, .. 
. because we don t get the results until November, our train is already off and running and 
finding the time would be difficult. Carla talks about finding time as an issue as well. 
You really don t have the time to figure out exactly what the breakdown was. If 
someone could really analyze the questions and be like this is where they fell down . .. 
then you could focus on that, but they don t do that for us. 
Data Analysis and the School Improvement Plan 
School Improvement Plans (SIP) are required to be data-driven in the state of 
Massachusetts. One of the responsibilities of Local School Councils (LSC) is reviewing 
data (from MCAS and other sources) to develop a plan to address identified needs and 
improve performance of students within the school (Massachusetts School Handbook, 
pi 5). The next area of this study was to investigate how teachers used their school s SIP 
and whether the plans are data-driven. 
Participant interviews reveal that most teachers are aware of their school s SIP. 
These plans, however, do not seem to be used on a consistent basis in trying to improve 
academic performance. I inquired about how plans are developed and implemented. In 
addition, I asked teachers to name any strategies documented within these plans that are 
used to boost achievement. 
The teachers in the Witty district all report that their SIP s are reviewed at faculty 
meetings at the beginning of each school year. They also report that their district was 
audited by a state agency this year and school administrators told them had had they 
better know the contents of the plans when audits took place. Prior to this year, SIP s 
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seemed to be documents that were rarely referred to by teachers. Carla states, We were 
audited this year, so every teacher in the city now has a copy of an improvement plan in 
their classroom. Eileen adds, I m much more familiar with our plan this year than ever 
before. When asked why she explained, . . . because of state visits. If someone from 
the state comes to visit us we can answer their questions. 
Jack, Lori and Carrie, who work in the Boyton District, believe the district is 
working hard to make SIP s a living document , not just a book that sits on a shelf 
collecting dust. This, however, is a recent development that began over the past two 
years, and happened as a result of the district being audited by a state agency three years 
ago. These teachers were unable to state any classroom related strategies documented in 
their SIP. The strategies they named are used outside the classroom; they are after school 
and summer school programs. This became a pattern though most interviews. Not one 
participant was able to name a strategy documented in their SIP s that is used in the 
classroom to help boost academic achievement. Like the teachers from the Boyton 
district, most participants noted strategies that are performed before and after school and 
during the summer months. 
I next asked the teachers in the Witty district how they use their SIP to guide 
instruction. In addition, I also asked them to name a few strategies they were 
implementing as a result of their SIP within their classrooms. Lynn had this to say, I 
don t use it [SIP] anywhere near on a daily basis. A lot of what s in it are things we do 
on a daily basis. ... I think I don t refer to it too often is because what s in it we came up 
with ourselves based on our personal experiences and what we do anyway. I wanted to 
know if Lynn s SIP was data-driven in any way. I asked if cohorts of students, on which 
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Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) is based, are represented in the plan. Her response was 
she just was not sure. 
Eileen had similar experiences with her SIP. She, however, can name the cohorts 
of students in her school who are in need of improvement. She points out that the 
Limited English Proficient population at is are in this category. She could not, however, 
name any strategies listed in the plan that addresses this issue at the classroom level. 
In the Welton district, teachers at Rowski are less familiar with their school s SIP. 
Jessica had this to say, We re given a copy of the school improvement plan every year. 
I d say if ten things are listed, we re lucky if one of those things are accomplished. It 
seems like they keep repeating things in the plan year after year. She goes on further to 
state there is no accountability by administration to see if what is included in the SIP is 
being implemented. Kiera believes the SIP is not a working document. She explains. 
They keep on changing the document. It s really never been introduced to the faculty as 
the document on which we are to base improvement on. Jessica concurs, she states, 
Mine is in my bottom drawer. It is a very general document about how we are going to 
meet state averages, and they list the same things year after year. Mary and Stella are 
not sure they have a copy of the SEP and Ruby states she only has last year s copy. 
Asked if the SIP is data-driven, teachers at Rowski said they were not sure. I asked 
Sasha if it was safe to say her school s SIP isn t used as a guide to improve instruction. 
Her response. Oh, that s definitely safe to say. Half the teachers don t even know we 
have one. 
Lori, from the Roberts School, did mention one strategy from her school s SIP. If 
a third grade student at Roberts does not make a specific benchmark they must 
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automatically go to summer school. It the student does not attend he/she is retained and 
must repeat grade three the next year. 
Summary of Conclusions: Accountability and Use of Data 
The interviews reveal that teachers are in favor of testing, but not in favor of tests 
being used as a sole criterion for receiving a high school diploma. They seem to realize 
the potential of data analysis, but for the most part do not feel confident in their ability to 
analyze data effectively. Those who are confident in the ability to disaggregate and 
interpret data believe they do not have the time to do it and would rather someone do it 
for them. 
The data analysis teachers do receive is not disaggregated to a specific skill level. 
Teachers may know what type of question (multiple choice, open response or short 
answer) that students performed poorly on, but in most cases, deficiencies in subject area 
content in not given to them. 
Regarding School Improvement Plans (SIP s), most teachers reveal that their 
school s document is not used on a regular basis, and in some cases not referred to at all. 
Teachers were unable to comment on strategies defined in the SIP that are geared to 
improve student performance, at the individual classroom level. Many teachers pointed 
to strategies used outside the classroom, such before and after school programs and 
summer school programs. 
Curriculum Materials 
The Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks are essentially guidelines that 
provide teachers with academic objectives. In other words, they show teachers what they 
are expected to teach at their particular grade levels. The frameworks is not a curriculum. 
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It is the job of educators at the local level to find and provide curriculum materials that 
align with the frameworks. The findings in this section focus on whether teachers believe 
they have adequate and appropriate materials in order to teacher to the Massachusetts 
Curriculum Frameworks. In addition, teachers discuss professional development 
opportunities. According to MERA, both issues relate to the work of Local School 
Councils. 
Curricular Materials, Professional Development and the Local School 
Council 
After establishing how teachers viewed the Massachusetts Curriculum 
Frameworks, another area of inquiry in this study was to find out if teachers believe they 
have adequate materials to teach with in order to cover the standards within the 
frameworks. Also under investigation was whether teachers believed these materials 
were appropriate for their school populations. According to the 2001 Massachusetts 
School Council Handbook, the role of the LSC is to assist schools in improving student 
performance through shared decision-making, including decisions about curriculum 
materials and professional development (p. 11). This aspect of the law does take into 
account the role of the local school committee, which oversees all schools within a 
district and the superintendent, who develops a district improvement plan. In other 
words, an LSC should develop its SIP in alignment with the district improvement plan. 
Ultimately, the school committee has the authority to approve individual school 
improvement plans. It is routine to include curricular usage and teacher training in the 
SIP. In the following section, I examine whether teachers believe their LCS s have the 
authority to recommend and procure adequate curriculum materials and professional 
development opportunities so schools can increase academic performance. 
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The sixth grade teachers at the Rowski School talked about a major problem they 
were experiencing in the area of math in terms of curriculum. Sasha explains. We ve 
been on our own a lot trying to get ready the for kids to take the math MCAS because we 
don t have books. So we re all trying to put together the best lessons possible. When 
asked why they did not have books she replied: 
We have Connected Math, it s a great series, but it s not appropriate for our kids. 
... It s very language based. The kids have trouble reading it. Our kids need a 
more concrete, hands-on series. So our math coordinator told us not to use it 
anymore. There are six sixth grade classes and none of us has any books. 
I next asked what materials she used to teach math, she replied, I have an old textbook 
that I took from a teacher who passed away. I m the only one who has one. I have no 
ideas what the other five teachers are using. 
Sasha is only one of three sixth grade teachers from the Rowski School 
interviewed for this study. Kiera had this to say about the issue of not having a math 
textbook. I m hoping we get them next year. Grades three, four and five got them this 
year. This year I use things that I make up or bought at bookstores. Stella said she used 
a lot of sample MCAS questions and various photocopied math pages provided by the 
school s math coordinator. It is important to note that sixth grade students are required to 
take the math portion of the MCAS and the results of this test is used to determine 
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), which in turn determines whether a school is 
designated as a school in need of improvement by the MDOE. 
Third, fourth and fifth grade teachers from the Rowski School who participated in 
this study were very excited that their particular grade levels received a new math 
curriculum this year. They were quick to point out, however, that this will be the third 
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math series they have implemented since MERA came into law in 1993. Jessica 
explains: 
In 1993 we had McMillan or McGraw-Hill [math series]. It was a very traditional 
series and it hit everything we needed and then five years later someone had the 
bright idea that we needed something else. That s when we got the Connected 
math series ... it was ridiculous. It ended up hurting us because our scores went 
way down. So this year we got another new series and I 11 guess we 11 wait and 
see if it will helps. 
Ruby, likewise, discussed how she believes the McGraw-Hill math series was perfect 
for MCAS. She went on to criticize the numerous math programs implemented at 
Rowski, I just don t think they [the district] take they time to test things enough or try 
them [materials] out before they buy them. I think there s a lot of waste, time and 
money. 
The Rowski teachers also weighed in on curricular materials in other subject 
areas. Teachers in grades four through six all talked about outdated Social Studies 
materials. Kiera had this to say. We have Social Studies books that were handed down 
from the high school, and they re very old, falling apart. The maps show the Soviet 
Union. In the subject are of science, teachers were positive. They feel they have ample 
science materials, but lament that because of administrative directives science is not 
taught on a regular basis. 
In the area of English Language Arts (ELA), teachers at Rowski are required to 
have a balanced literacy program with differentiated instruction. Teachers do not believe 
they have adequate materials or training in this subject area. Teachers firmly believe that 
the reading series they use is not appropriate for the teaching methodology required by 
the district. Kiera states. They want us to do guided reading and it doesn t [reading 
series] really match up with that way of teaching. In order to implement guided reading 
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or differentiated instruction, classrooms should be outfitted with multiple copies of 
leveled books. Ruby believes the school is trying hard to rectify this problem by ordering 
a lot of trade books. She adds, however, that all new materials the school has been 
receiving are a direct result of low MC AS test scores and state pressure to increase 
academic achievement. She states, I think the district thought MCAS was going to go 
away. There was never a plan to help until we started getting visits from the state. Then 
all of a sudden we started getting materials. This should have happened years ago. 
Differentiated instruction is a relatively new teaching methodology to the teachers 
at Rowski. The teachers all agree they did not receive adequate training in this area. 
Stella states. We didn t really have training. We were able to watch it. There was a class 
we went to and everyone just shared ideas. We didn t get much out of it. Ruby concurs. 
All of the work I ve done, I ve done on my own ... teaching myself. I go to workshops 
and conferences and educate myself by reading books. Asked if her district could have 
provided more training she had this response. The district hired an ELA coordinator for 
our school, but she seriously knows less than I do. She taught us a class and it was quite 
apparent she knew less than everyone in the room. She s been of no help all year. As 
for district sponsored professional development opportunities. Ruby feels most of these 
opportunities are useless nonsense to take up time. 
I asked if teachers at Rowski had any input in curricular decisions. The answer 
was a unanimous no. They stated that all curricular decisions were made at the district 
level. When asked if the Rowski LSC had any input in these decisions, participants were 
unable to answer. Of the six Rowski participants, two did not know if their school had a 
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LSC. The rest were aware that Rowski had a school council, but had little or no 
knowledge of what happens in that forum. 
These experiences from the Rowski teachers are not isolated. Kurt talked about a 
math series he thought was perfect for the Hutchins School student population, which 
was taken away not long after MERA became law. He explains: I had to shelve a really 
good math program, which was a proven math program. We kept data on the kids for 
several years and they were doing really good. I had no choice, it was very frustrating. 
Next, he spoke about another math curriculum that he liked which was taken away from 
him a few years ago. He states, It was hard for me to give it up. I used both programs, 
that is, until I got caught. The very next day, the old books were removed from my room. 
Now I use a series I do not like. Eileen, also from Hutchins said the book she uses in 
ELA has a copyright date of 1988. She has twenty-four copies and many years her class 
size is larger than this number. Carla, who teaches in the same district, wishes she had 
more materials to teach the conventions of writing. Like the Roswki teachers, Carla is 
required to use a guided reading methodology. She really likes this methodology, but 
adds she bought most of the texts herself because they just were not available at her 
school. Over the past several years she claims she has purchased 300 books with her own 
money. She does not say this with any bitterness and defends her district. This city does 
not have a lot of wealth so they can t just buy new textbooks every time they decide to 
revise the frameworks. 
Carla, Kurt and Eileen all teach in the Witty District.. Collectively, they agree 
that district sponsored professional development is lacking in substance. For example, 
Eileen talks about a mandated workshop geared toward helping Second Language 
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Learners. The workshop was broken into five, two-hour sessions that ran after school. 
She states: 
The workshop gave us tremendous insight into how difficult it is on our students 
whose first language is not English. We were put through a series of exercises 
designed to help us understand the predicaments these students face. What the 
workshop did not provide is teaching strategies that we could bring back into the 
classroom. I know it s important to understand the difficulties these children face, 
but it is just as important to provide us with strategies that will help us teach these 
students. 
When asked about the issues of curriculum and teacher training within the context 
of LSC s. Witty district teachers, Kurt, Eileen and Carla did not have much information 
of the work of their LSC s. Carla states, nothing that s discussed in school councils 
meetings is ever presented to us in a format that says this is what we discussed at the 
council meeting . Eileen adds, I know nothing about our school council. So, it is 
unclear whether the LSC s in this district have any authority concerning these issues. It 
is the district, however, that mandates the use of certain reading and math curriculum 
series, and so it is safe to say that LSC s do not have much control in this area. 
Lori, who teachers at the Roberts School in the Boyton District, talks about the 
math series her school is using which is in its third year of implementation. She states, 
We don t feel it s meeting the needs of our children. And we feel that it is part of the 
reason our students are not doing well. Furthermore, she talked about how some 
teachers in her school rebel against the district-wide directive not to use any supplemental 
material that is not included in the district mandated math series, produced by an 
organization called TERC. She states. We sort of sneak around doing non-TERC types 
of math. We were told we couldn t, but what are we supposed to do sit idly by when we 
know our kids needs are not being met? Added to the problem of not liking this math 
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program, which has many consumable workbooks, is the fact that the district stopped 
providing money to purchase these consumables after the second year of implementation. 
Now, she says, teachers spend a lot of time at the copy machine, if it s working properly, 
to copy workbook pages. 
When asked if teachers or the LSC had any say in what math series was being 
implemented at her school, Lori said the decision came down from the district level 
without any consultation, that she knows of, from teachers or LSC s. She said the 
council at the Roberts School is well aware of teacher concerns about the math program, 
but added, their hands are tied. 
Summary of Conclusions: Curriculum Materials and Professional 
Development 
The results revealed in this section center on curricular materials and professional 
development. Both issues relate to the work of LSC s in that LSC s are charged with 
formulating a school improvement plan (SIP) to address the needs of their particular 
student population. Two such needs are appropriate curriculum and teacher training. 
The participants in this study spoke candidly about these issues. 
In regards to curricular materials, teachers revealed two major concerns. Most 
participants feel they do not have adequate resources to teach the standards within the 
Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks. The second issue of concern centers on the 
curriculum materials teachers use for instruction that are mandated by the district. Three 
out of the four districts represented in this study mandate that teachers to implement 
certain curricula. Teachers from each of these districts firmly believe that some of the 
district mandated curricula are not appropriate for their particular student populations. 
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The teachers who are aware of having LSC s at their schools do not believe the 
forum has the authority to make curricular decisions. Teachers feel they do not have any 
say in curricular decisions and as a result sneak non-approved curriculum into 
classrooms. 
In the area of professional development, most participants agree that more needs 
to be done. Teachers seem to be dissatisfied with district-sponsored teacher training. 
Teachers yearn for training opportunities that involve the practical aspects of teaching 
and learning: strategies they can learn and take back to the classroom in order to improve 
academic achievement. 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION 
The Massachusetts Education Reform Act (MERA) of 1993 has been in effect for 
twelve years. The purpose of this study is to examine certain aspects of the law that have 
the most potential to affect the daily work of the teacher. Therefore, this study focused 
on (a) Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks, (b) Massachusetts Comprehensive 
Assessment System (MCAS) and (c) Local School Councils (LSC s). These three 
sections of the law have the most potential to change how teachers deliver instruction. 
This study does not examine teacher pedagogy or teaching methods per se; instead, it 
focuses on the three components of MERA, as listed above, and how each impacts 
teachers work. These components, in my view, have great potential in assisting teachers 
and the schools in which they work improve academic achievement. In effect, a main 
goal of this study is to look at teachers impressions of, and experiences with, how these 
three components of MERA were implemented. 
In Chapter 3 (figure 3.1) I laid out the theory of action of MERA from the view of 
the policymaker. I also pointed out that Tyack & Cuban (1995) state, It is the rare 
reform that performs and persists precisely according to plan (p. 60). This seems to be 
true of MERA, as well. The evidence in this study suggests that there is indeed 
something that happened between what Tyack & Cuban (1995) call policy action (the 
adoption of a reform) and implementation of the policy. 
My belief, after looking at all of the data collected in this study, is that there is a 
substantial lack of accountability in the overseeing of certain aspects of MERA. I am not 
labeling MERA a bad policy, nor am I putting the onus of inadequate implementation of 
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MERA on practitioners. I believe that MERA policymakers may not have foreseen the 
importance of this type of accountability. In educational innovations, Evans (1996) states 
that too little attention is paid to the implementation and practicalities of policies, and this 
lack of attention has plagued school improvement for many years (p. xii). He further 
states, the typical pattern when reform fails has been to blame teachers, rather than 
designers however, designers assumptions are often at the core of the chronic failure of 
change efforts (1996, p.9). In the case of MERA, designers may have assumed that the 
policy itself was enough to make the implementation go smoothly, yet the evidence in 
this study suggests otherwise. 
The MERA policy itself provides educators a wealth of guidelines and tools to assist 
districts and schools to increase academic achievement. The examination of data in this 
study suggests that these tools are not being used to their fullest advantage in the schools 
in which study participants teach. The overarching theme of the findings of this study 
point to one general area that I believe is the blame for inadequate implementation of 
MERA. It is a term I call policy accountability. What I mean by this is the lack of 
designated personnel to oversee that the tools and guidelines of MERA are being used to 
their fullest potential and that these tools are driving the work of the classroom teacher. 
Each section below will discuss analyses of study findings and show where either policy 
accountability is lacking. 
The Relationship: Curriculum Guidelines and the Assessment System 
The Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks provide teachers with specific and 
detailed guidelines pertaining to academic instruction at each level of the K-12 public 
school system. Teachers are to use this guide as a basis for lesson plan development in 
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order to prepare students for statewide assessment system based on the frameworks. In 
short, if teachers base their instruction on the frameworks, students will be exposed to the 
material contained in the assessment system. It is important to note that I do not contend 
that this exposure will necessarily equate to a passing score on MCAS. Through this 
study I tried to gain an understanding of how the frameworks were being implemented in 
the classroom, as perceived by study participants, because the state assessment system 
measures to the standards represented within the frameworks. 
The results of these state assessments are used to determine the academic 
achievement levels of individual students. They are also used to establish how effective 
schools and districts are in preparing students with the knowledge required in 
frameworks. Based on test results, the Massachusetts Department of Education (MDOE) 
determines whether a school is making Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), which in turn 
determines whether a school is labeled as underperforming. Local authorities at the 
district and individual school level receive comprehensive data results from the state 
based on MCAS. This gives district and school administration the information to 
determine, if they choose, where on the assessments students did well or where 
improvements are needed. The figure below shows the relationship between the 
frameworks and the assessment system 
Figure 5.1 Relationship: MERA Components and Academic Instruction 
Curriculum 
Frame ^ Assessment System 
Massachusetts Comprehensive 
Guidelines Analysis of Test Results 
Academic Instruction 
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Figure 5.1 shows that academic instruction should be guided by two important 
components of MERA. Teachers lesson plan development should be based on 
guidelines set forth in the frameworks. Also, if used to its potential, MCAS data should 
allow teachers to target academic instruction in areas of weakness, this improving 
achievement. 
Analysis of Results: Curriculum Guidelines and Assessment System 
A major finding of this study is that teachers have positive opinions regarding the 
Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks. Teachers believe they, for the first time, have a 
clear idea of what is required of them to teach at their particular grade level. Before the 
implementation of the frameworks, teachers based their instruction on the textbooks 
provided for them by the district. Textbooks are not alike and do not all cover the same 
academic objectives. So in theory there would be different content instruction in schools 
within the same district and across the state. Since the publication of the frameworks 
there is no guesswork involved in trying to ascertain what content should be taught at 
each level. 
Teachers agreed that changes to the frameworks, which have been made at least 
once in each subject area, have been a problem. A majority of participants believe the 
changes have contributed to the low academic achievement of their students. They 
believe they were aiming toward a common goal in their instruction, only to have it 
change after a few years. To teachers, this places an unfair burden on students who will 
eventually be tested on new revisions of frameworks without having adequate instruction 
time to compensate for the change. 
95 
Curriculum Frameworks and Backtracking 
Teachers firmly believe they cannot cover all of the content as specified in the 
frameworks, and they find this situation very frustrating. The issue of backtracking, a 
term coined by Sasha from the Rowski School, was brought up in interviews by a 
majority of study participants. Essentially, what backtracking means is that students 
move onto a new grade level having not mastered or been exposed to content knowledge 
specified by frameworks in their previous grade level(s). What this means for teachers is 
they have to re-teach or introduce academic material to their students that was supposed 
to have been taught at previous grade levels. This becomes a vicious cycle where 
teachers are always trying to catch students up, as well as teach them the content material 
at their present grade level. 
This is a complex issue. If teachers speed up their mode of instruction to satisfy 
all the requirements of the frameworks, they will most likely be sacrificing depth of 
knowledge for breadth of knowledge, thus teachers in future grade levels must re-teach 
portions of content knowledge with the frameworks. On the other hand, if teachers slow 
down their mode of instruction to ensure students have a deep understanding of content, 
they will in effect be unable to cover all the material required of them. 
Participants in the schools represented in this study continually spoke about how 
they believe their students do not come to school with adequate background knowledge 
and readiness skills in the early years of schooling. The issue of backtracking begins as 
early as the Kindergarten level and continually manifests itself as children progress 
through upper grade levels. 
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Teacher Accountability and Curriculum Frameworks 
In examining an education policy, it is important to examine if the policy is being 
implemented with fidelity. It is necessary to study how certain parts of a policy are 
implemented before calling the policy a failure. In other words, is the policy unrealistic or 
of poor quality, or is the implementation of the policy lacking? In the case of the 
Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks, the questions to be answered are (a) Based on 
experiences with the frameworks, how do teachers view the frameworks in the context of 
their work in the classroom? And (b) Are the frameworks being implemented with 
fidelity? The reason it is important to implement frameworks, as mandated by law, is 
because the MCAS tests students on their knowledge based on the learning standards 
within the frameworks. If students were not exposed to the content on which the 
standards are based, it would not be fair to blame the frameworks for poor academic 
achievement. 
This study attempted to ascertain how teachers use the frameworks to guide their 
instruction and to see whether there was any accountability for doing so. I believe that it 
is vital that schools administrators have a firm understanding of what is going on in their 
teachers classrooms. It is their job to make sure teachers are planning their lessons 
based on the frameworks, and just as important, they must have a way to make sure these 
plans are being implemented. 
The curriculum frameworks are broken down into strands. For example, in the 
area of English Language Arts some of the strands are literature, writing and research. 
Within each strand are standards, which spell out the content knowledge requirement. 
The findings of this study in this area reveal that only two participants, who work at the 
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same school, are required to cite specific references to standards in their lesson planning. 
These teachers, however, stated their principal had little involvement in the day-to-day 
operations of their classrooms. They believe their principal has no way, formally or 
informally, to ascertain whether they are teaching to these lesson plans. The rest of the 
participants are not required to prove their lessons are standards based, nor do these 
teachers feel school administration has a firm grasp of what is happening with the 
classroom. There is essentially little to no teacher accountability to prove that lesson 
plans are based on standards or whether plans are executed within the classroom. When 
asked about this issue of low administrative involvement, some teachers felt their 
principal was too busy doing bureaucratic related work to have sufficient time to be an 
instructional leader. The teachers at the Rowski School had no real idea why their 
principal is not easily accessible to them. 
The area of curriculum frameworks is lacking in policy accountability. With the 
exception of two participants, interviews said that, there is no designated personnel to 
make sure that the frameworks, that are the result of MERA, are being implemented. The 
frameworks are perhaps one of the most important features of MERA. Policymakers 
probably could not foresee that such an important feature needed to have some sort of 
accountability attached to it at the individual school level. They may have thought this 
should have happened at the district or individual school level, but this research suggests 
that it didn t. 
Using Assessment Data to Guide Instruction 
As mentioned earlier, schools and districts are provided with massive amounts of 
data based on MCAS results. If this data is used to its fullest potential, schools can 
98 
identify weaknesses at both the individual and cohort levels. Once weaknesses are 
identified schools can use this information to target instruction in order to help students 
achieve at higher levels. This requires that state data be disaggregated one step further, at 
the skill level. 
The information provided by the state, while comprehensive, does not specifically 
identify areas of weakness at the skill level. For example, it can be ascertained from state 
reports that geometry is an area of weakness. The subject area of geometry, however, is 
divided into several different standards within the frameworks. Schools and districts can 
find out this information if the time is taken to disaggregate the data at the skill level. If a 
school looks at all the questions on the test that deal with geometry, the level of 
achievement can be determined on skills such as measurement of angles or identification 
of triangles. Once specific weaknesses are identified teachers can take this information 
back to their classrooms for remediation. This information should be used to make the 
state required School Improvement Plan (SIP). Local School Councils are responsible 
for this completing this task, according to the guidelines published by the Massachusetts 
Department of Education. This is usually referred to as data-driven instruction. School 
Improvement Plans are supposed to provide the basis for what schools will implement in 
order to increase academic achievement. 
This study also examined teachers experiences with data analysis. It looked at 
whether or not teachers felt they have adequate knowledge in the analysis of state data, 
and if state data is being used to guide instruction in the classroom. The findings in this 
study reveal that rudimentary data analysis is given to teachers and at the Rowski School, 
teachers are still waiting to receive feedback about results of MCAS taken last year. 
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Teachers at Rowski are not optimistic that they will ever get the results, and wonder if the 
results will be a valuable information source since the students who took the tests will be 
two grade levels ahead at this point in time. The participants who did receive feedback 
based on MCAS say information is not skill-specific. For example, many of the teachers 
said their students do not do well on open-response questions. In math, these questions 
require written responses that show how students arrive at their answer. In ELA, students 
are required to provide written explanations using details from text to support their 
answers. Knowing that students are not doing well on open-response questions, however, 
does not give enough information to teachers about what specific skill the MCAS was 
testing. Teachers can help students improve writing skills in order to improve on these 
types of questions, but more importantly, they need to know what content skills students 
are falling short on in order to implement effective remediation. 
Most teachers in this study do not believe they have enough knowledge on how to 
disaggregate data, nor do they feel they have the time to perform this task during the 
school day. They all agree that it should be mandatory course work at Schools of 
Education, as they did not have this type of study during their college experiences. With 
the exception of two participants, all agree they would prefer someone else perform the 
task of data analysis. They feel they have enough to do in the delivery of instruction and 
other classroom duties. The information based on data analysis is important to them, but 
it is not important that they themselves do the actual analysis. 
This is another area where policy accountability is lacking. MERA provides 
volumes of data to each district and school and useful tools (School Improvement Plans) 
to help schools increase academic achievement. Again, perhaps policymakers did not 
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fully realize that providing these useful information and tools would not necessarily mean 
they would be used to their fullest potential. They may have thought, again, this was the 
job of districts and individual schools, but research findings show this is not the case. 
Local School Councils and School Improvement 
Local School Councils (LSC s) in Massachusetts have specific functions to carry 
out in order to improve schools academic performance through shared decision making. 
These councils are school-based, and as stated in chapter 4, in the words of State 
Commissioner of Education David Driscoll are an important provision of MERA and one 
that should be implemented aggressively. In theory, LSC s are the vehicle in which to 
drive the necessary change in order for schools to improve. A main objective of the 
school council, according to the law, is to write the SIP based on, but not limited to, 
MCAS data in order to address the needs of the school and improve the performance of 
students. Additionally, according to guidelines set forth by the state, after the SIP is 
developed schools can align professional development needs and curriculum 
accommodations. The figure below shows the relationship between the LSC s and 
improved academic performance. 
Figure 5.2 Relationship: Local School Councils and Improved Academics 
Local School Council -► Review School Data 
t 1 
Test <4_ Administer ^- Implementation <4-Develop SIP 
Results MCAS of SIP 
Figure 5.2 shows the cyclical nature of one of the main objectives of the LSC. In order to 
reach the potential of academic improvement the LSC must review school data in order to 
develop a data-driven SIP. Next, although not a function of the LSC, there must be 
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sound implementation of the plan. In other words, it is someone s responsibility to make 
sure the plans is accessible to teachers and the portions of the plan that teachers are 
responsible for are being followed through. There must be some sort of accountability 
that the plan is being implemented. After the next administration of MC AS or other 
assessment tools, results must be accessible to the LSC so the process can start again. 
The piece that seems to be missing, as this study reveals, is the implementation of 
the plan. The teachers do not use their SIP s as an action plan to improve performance. 
No one is holding them accountable either. They are not made to believe that the 
document is important to their work in the classroom. It is possible that schools are 
writing plans only because they are a state requirement and not looking at the plans as a 
vehicle to enforce effective change. This is unfortunate. The LSC, in its development of 
the SIP, has tremendous potential to effect change. But a sound SIP plan, as mentioned 
above, is worthless unless it gets into the hands of the teachers who can effect change 
within their classrooms. The data in this study suggests that teachers do not know much 
about the functions of their LSC. Probing questions were asked about what I believe 
come under the umbrella of LSC functions. The LSC can make decisions regarding 
curriculum accommodations (materials needed for classrooms) and professional 
development as part of an action plan aimed at improving school performance. Many 
teachers had complaints about the curriculum being implemented at their schools. A 
major concern was teachers having to implement a curriculum they do not believe is a 
good fit with their school populations. All participants agree their particular school does 
not have much (if any) input with regards to curricular choices. Some were surprised to 
find out that this is a function of their LSC, but felt the LSC s did not have the true 
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authority in this area anyway. The choices were made at the district level and were not 
open to negotiations. The teachers in the urban schools believe the mandated curriculum 
was put in place to offset mobility issues within the districts. All elementary schools in 
the Witty district have the same Math and ELA curriculum series. The same is true for 
the Boyton district. While teachers do agree that this decision does help when a student 
within the district transfers to another school, it does not help in the manner of 
implementing curriculum appropriate for their specific school population. Most 
participants do not believe in a one-size-fits-all curriculum. In short, the findings in this 
study reveal that teachers and possibly LSC s would like to effect change in curricular 
decisions, but they feel they have no authority to do so. 
The results of this study concerning LSC s may not provide a complete picture of 
the work of LSC s in general. The examination of the LSC in this study was through 
teachers experiences. Most participants did not have much knowledge on the subject of 
LSC s. The state guidelines on the responsibilities of the LSC as it relates to improved 
academic performance are an area that needed to be addressed in this study. It can be 
determined that, if the intent of these councils is to aid in increasing academic 
performance, teachers are being left out of this loop. Teachers, as seen in this study, have 
information and ideas that can be valuable to the work of the school council. Teachers 
have unique experiences, as they are the ones closest to students. It is important that their 
voices be part of the conversation when aiming to improve academic performance. 
Other Studies of Massachusetts Education Reform 
In October 2004, the Donahue Institute at the University of Massachusetts 
published a report about promising practices in Massachusetts urban public schools. The 
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goal of this report, which is an on-going study, is to identity educational practices that 
are supportive of MCAS achievement among elementary and middle school students with 
special needs in urban public schools in Massachusetts (Ellis, S., Gaudet, R. D., Hoover, 
M., Kaufman Rizoli, C., & Mader, M. 2004, p.l). Identified in this report is a list of 
practices that are central to the success in supporting the achievement of special needs 
students. The Donahue Institute study reached conclusions similar to the current study. 
It is important to point out that while Donahue Institute study focuses on students with 
special needs, it notes that as the study progressed, it became clear that the practices 
identified are logical and vital elements of an educational system that is prepared to 
effectively support the success of all students (p.2). 
In its list of promising educational practices, the Donahue Institute specifies it is 
important to have a pervasive emphasis on curriculum alignment with the Massachusetts 
frameworks (Ellis, S., Gaudet, R. D., Hoover, M., Kaufman Rizoli, C., & Mader, M. 
2004, p.2). In the districts studied in this report, there was strong consensus that 
curricula and instructional lesson plans should be evaluated and re-evaluated for fidelity 
with the frameworks and the attention to this task is fundamental to the MCAS 
achievement of all students, including those with special needs (p.3) 
In the context of the present study, analysis revealed that a majority of 
participants are not required to cite curriculum framework standards in lesson plans and 
that lesson plans were not likely to be evaluated by an administrator. It can be concluded 
that in these underperforming schools there is very low emphasis put on instruction being 
guided by the curriculum frameworks; the opposite of what the Donahue study maintains 
to be a promising practice. 
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The Donahue study also notes that effective schools are unified in their effort to 
make sure all students are successful, and in many cases the SIP is used as the guiding 
document (Ellis, S., Gaudet, R. D., Hoover, M., Kaufman Rizoli, C., & Mader, M. 2004, 
p.8). The current study reveals that this is not the case in in participants 
underperforming schools. 
The schools and districts studied by the Donahue Institute routinely use data to 
inform their work. It is used to shape lesson plans, curriculum development, 
identification of at-risk students and approaches to instruction of individual students 
(p.7). Not only are these schools using MCAS data, which is a summative assessment, 
they are also using formative assessments that are used to monitor progress at several 
intervals during a school year to refine instructional practice. In the current study, two 
teachers believe their school is beginning to use data more effectively, which is a good 
start. The remaining participants schools are still behind the curve in terms of using data 
to inform instruction. 
The results of the data in this study coupled with promising practices released 
by the Donahue Institute shows that many of the promising practices identified by the 
Donahue study are not being implemented in these underperforming schools. Based on 
this finding schools should begin to implement three promising practices in their efforts 
to increase academic achievement. They are: 
1. Ensure that the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks are being 
implemented with fidelity in guiding academic instruction and that school 
curriculum is aligned with the frameworks. 
2. Use the results of assessments to identify strengths and weaknesses in 
academic subject areas. Use this infonnation to write the School 
Improvement Plan (SIP) so instruction will be data-driven and more effective. 
Make sure the plan get into the hands of teachers and it is a document that 
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provides the necessary information teachers need to bring about effective 
change. 
3. Hold teachers accountable. Administrators should find ways to make sure 
teachers are using the curriculum frameworks and the SIP in their daily 
routines. 
4. Professional development opportunities should be provided to teachers on 
how to use assessment data effectively. 
As these recommendations are implemented it is important that achievement gains or 
losses are measured. This way teachers, schools and districts can weigh the effectiveness 
of implementation efforts. 
The first three promising practices listed above are precisely the 
recommendations I would put forth in the context of this study. I would further add that 
intensive early intervention is imperative for schools that have a school population that 
can t seem to keep up with the curriculum frameworks, as this may alleviate the 
backtracking that occurs in classrooms. Below is a more detailed account of 
recommendations and area for further research. 
Recommendations and Further Research 
Curriculum Frameworks 
The data in this study suggest there are three issues at stake in regards to the 
Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks. A majority of participants believe the amount of 
material they need to cover within the frameworks is unrealistic. Further research in this 
area should be conducted to see how schools with similar demographics have been able 
to overcome this problem. Having to backtrack or re-teach content represented in the 
frameworks will become, if it hasn t already, a vicious cycle that never ends. Based on 
the findings of this study, schools should implement intensive early intervention at the 
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kindergarten and first grade level in order to counteract this academic deficit. Small class 
sizes and extra support personnel at this level may help alleviate some of the 
backtracking teachers must do on a regular basis. Interventions, however, should not stop 
at the first grade level. Schools have new students enroll at all grades at the elementary 
level and some students will need more support as they proceed to higher grade levels. 
Assessment tools should be used to monitor the academic progress of these students, as 
well as to plot what interventions or supports are necessary to increase academic 
achievement. To be as effective as possible, placement of students in interventions 
should be data-driven; this way skill deficits can be targeted more efficiently. 
The second issue of concern is the revisions that have taken place with the 
frameworks. Do teachers have a legitimate gripe? Are the frameworks unrealistic? A 
study that focuses on how much actual change in curriculum content or methodology 
took place as a result of the revisions may shed light in this area. If the revisions have 
been minimal in terms of content and methodology, it can be ruled out that this is a 
problem that has hindered academic achievement. 
Lastly, and possibly most important, is the issue of whether teachers are basing 
their instruction on the curriculum frameworks and having any sort of accountability in 
doing so. As mentioned earlier, the Donahue Institute identified pervasive emphasis on 
regards to the curriculum frameworks and lesson planning in schools with promising 
practices. This is not happening, according to study participants, in the schools in which 
they teach. A very small percentage of teachers are required to reference the learning 
standards within the frameworks in their lesson plans, and a large majority of participants 
revealed that school administrators are absent from their classrooms and do not have a 
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good understanding on what is happening in terms of the implementation of instruction in 
conjunction with the frameworks. Clearly, this is the opposite of what is happening in 
schools with promising practices . Districts and/or schools must have a plan in place to 
make sure instruction is being delivered as a result of careful planning and alignment 
with curriculum frameworks. Teachers need instructional leaders to guide them in this 
process; they should also be held accountable. 
Using Data to Guide Instruction 
Based on the findings of this study, schools should delegate the responsibility of 
data analysis to a competent individual who can not only disaggregate data accurately, 
but also bring this information back to teachers in a way that makes sense in their effort 
to improve achievement levels. It is important that this information be disseminated in a 
timely manner in order to provide optimal time to implement interventions based on 
assessment information. The policy of MERA has in place all of the data needed for this 
to happen. What policymakers did not foresee is that just because the data is available, it 
does not mean it will be taken advantage of to its fullest. Districts may need to hire 
additional personnel at each school building to perform the task of data analysis and data 
dissemination. Without this important information in the hands of teachers it is utterly 
worthless in the goal of increasing academic performance. 
School Improvement Plans (SIP), theoretically, should be data-driven. This 
means that schools should look closely at assessment data, identify areas of weakness and 
come up with an action plan that will help eliminate weak areas. Teachers report that 
only rudimentary data analysis was given to them. The only conclusion that can be 
drawn from this information is that School Improvement Plans are not necessarily 
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implemented as a potential source for increased achievement levels. The policy of 
MERA put important emphasis on SIP s as a way to guide educators in the quest of 
increasing academic achievement. This is another instance of inadequate implementation 
of the policy, because if SIP s are truly data driven and appropriate action plans are 
written and implemented, there is a high probability that schools can increase academic 
achievement levels. 
Of the fourteen participants, only the three teachers who work in the Boyton 
district believe their SIP is used as a living document and not a book that just sits on a 
shelf in the classroom. These teachers believed this document to be data driven, but were 
unable to talk about any specific strategies (as part of action plan) they implement as a 
result of the plan. They were only able to point to strategies outside the classroom, things 
such as after school and summer school programs. The other participants in this study do 
not view the SIP as a document they refer to in order to increase academic achievement. 
Some participants were aware of the specific cohorts that are not doing well on state 
assessments, but were unable to talk about anything pertaining to an action plan to help 
these students achieve. To them the SIP is not a living document; it is something that is 
written by administrators or a separate committee to satisfy state requirements. 
A data-driven SIP used in order to effect positive change at the classroom and 
school level is fundamentally a good idea. But, if the plan does not get into the hands of 
the people who are delivering instruction, it will prove to be worthless. First, schools 
must do a complete and detailed analysis of state assessment data. Next, a realistic action 
plan must be developed in order to address problem areas. After the SIP is complete, 
administrators must work on making these plans accessible to teachers. They must 
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explain how to use the plan and state the importance of the plan. They also must find a 
way to hold teachers accountable for carrying out the plan. Teachers should not have to 
guess what skills students are performing well or poorly on. Nor should they be looked 
down upon because they cannot talk more specifically about their school s SIP. It is up 
to administration to make sure teachers get the information they need in order to support 
their students. Teachers professionalism lies mainly in the area of teaching methodology 
and content knowledge. They should be able to take information that is based on careful 
examination of test results and do the work required in the action plan. Teachers must 
also be held accountable on the implementation of the action plan within the SIP. 
Using data to inform instructional decisions effectively is an area recommended 
for further research. While students have been tested for decades, the results of these 
assessments were typically not used in the day-to-day operation of a classroom. With the 
advent of standards based reform that is tied to an assessment system that can ultimately 
bring about sanctions to a school or district that has all changed. Further research in the 
area of how to effectively use data in the classroom will aid teachers in this complex 
process. While summative assessments can offer good and reliable data, schools may 
want to look into the use of formative assessments. This type of assessment can be given 
more frequently and the results can be used to refine instruction, which may in turn help 
to show higher achievement gains on summative assessments. 
Conclusion 
Lack of policy accountability can hinder the most well intentioned reform effort. 
The three components of MERA studied in this research have great potential to help low 
performing schools increase academic achievement. As this research shows, however. 
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without some sort of policy accountability in these three specific areas, these useful tools 
and guidelines are not being used to their fullest potential. Because individual schools, at 
least in this study, did not use the tools necessary to increase student achievement, I 
believe that the policy accountability needed must come from top-down. The state must 
ensure that districts are using these tools and guidelines and districts must then ensure 
that individual schools are using them as well. It will take more personnel at all three 
levels, but the end reward of increased academic achievement will outweigh the costs. 
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Informed Consent 
Dissertation Study 
University of Massachusetts Amherst 
by 
Caryn McCrohon 
508-757-7466 
carynm@educ.umass.edu 
Systemic Educational Reform in Massachusetts: Teacher Perspective on Standards, 
Assessment and School-Based Decision Making in Low Performing Schools 
Consent for Voluntary Participation 
My name is Caryn McCrohon. I am a doctoral student at the University of Massachusetts 
in the Education Policy, Research and Administration program. For my dissertation 
requirement I am conducting a study focusing on the Education Reform Act of 1993 in 
the state of Massachusetts. More specifically, this research will focus on three aspects of 
the reform effort (a) curriculum standards, (b) the state assessment system and (c) school 
based decision-making. I feel it is important that teachers have a voice in this important 
undertaking. The three areas under investigation are fundamental to this reform process 
and public school teachers have direct experience with each area. 
To gather data for this study it is imperative that I interview teachers in the field working 
in low performing schools as measured by the state assessment system. Each interview 
will last between thirty and ninety minutes. All interviews will be taped and transcribed. 
Analysis of the transcriptions will be conducted by me. The results of this study will be 
used in a formal dissertation for the University of Massachusetts, a copy of which is kept 
in the library at the institution. 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary and you are free to withdraw from 
this study at time and for any reason without prejudice. Your name, school and school 
district will not be identified in this study. Instead, pseudonyms will be used so there will 
be no identifiable information that can link your participation in the study in the final 
written report. 
If you agree to participate in this study, please sign and date two copies of this informed 
consent. I will keep a copy and you will take a copy to keep for your own records. Your 
signature indicates your willingness to participate in this study. If you have any 
questions relating to this study at any time, please contact me at (508) 757-7466 or e-mail 
me at carynm@educ.umass.edu. I will be happy to address any concerns you have 
regarding this study. 
Thank You 
Caryn McCrohon 
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Informed Consent 
Dissertation Study 
University of Massachusetts Amherst 
by 
Caryn McCrohon 
508-757-7466 
carynm@educ.umass.edu 
Systemic Educational Reform in Massachusetts: Teacher Perspective on Standards, 
Assessment and School-Based Decision Making in Low Performing Schools 
Consent for Voluntary Participation 
I volunteer to participate in the study named above and understand that: 
1. I will be interviewed by Caryn McCrohon using a semi-structured interview 
method. 
2. The questions I will be answering address my views on issues related to 
Massachusetts Education Reform. I understand that the primary purpose of this 
research is to give voice to teachers and reveal perspectives of said teachers 
working in low performing schools in the state of Massachusetts. 
3. The interview will be tape recorded and transcribed to facilitate analysis of the 
data. 
4. My name will not be used, nor will I be identified personally in any way or at any 
time. I understand it will be necessary to identify participants in the dissertation 
by position (i.e. grade 4 teacher, grade 2 teacher). I understand that the name of 
my school and district will not be revealed in any written findings. 
5. I may withdraw from part of all of this study at any time. 
6. I have the right to review material prior to the final oral exam or other publication. 
7. I understand that the results from the interview will be included in Caryn 
McCrohon s dissertation and may also be included in manuscripts submitted to 
professional journals for publication. 
8. I am free to participate or not participate without prejudice. 
9. Because of the number of participants, approximately 15-20, I understand that 
there is some risk that I may be identified as a participant of this study. 
Researcher s Signature Date Participant s Signature Date 
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